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    Windsor, United Kingdom


    


    17 years ago…


    


    


    “Mr. Woodward, thank you for responding to my call. Please, have a seat.”


    I sat in the Headmaster’s office, still wearing my gray suit jacket and navy slacks. My dark hair was still mussed from the trouble I’d started in school earlier in the day, and it was enough to ring my parents. My father waltzed into the Head Master’s office.


    “I fervently apologize for my son’s behavior.” My father began as he took a seat in a chair beside mine. He kept a professional and business-like demeanor toward the Headmaster, but there was an energy radiating off the man that only I could sense. Perhaps it was because I knew him better than anyone else.


    “What has my boy done this time?”


    I felt his gaze burn holes through me. He and the Headmaster were both staring me down, but I could only fixate on my father’s intense stare. I knew what was coming after this meeting.


    “Mason? Would you care to explain to your father?” The Headmaster seated himself at his polished mahogany desk and adjusted the thick frames on his face.


    “Not really.”


    I turned my attention toward the window and kept my gaze locked away from either man. It was pouring rain outside, and the torrent sent streams of water down the large glass window panes.


    


    My father stiffened and adjusted himself. The tension was thick, and I knew the man had been drinking, even if the Headmaster didn’t seem to notice.


    “Do not disrespect me, son.” My father’s teeth grit as he attempted to keep himself composed in front of an audience.


    To me, it made no difference whether I elaborated or whether I let the Headmaster explain. I was still going to get what was coming.


    “You know what happened. You can explain.” My entire demeanor was obnoxious and disrespectful toward this prestigious school’s Headmaster, and I had little care.


    From a sideways glance, I watched my father’s knuckles turn white.


    “Mr. Woodward, Mason is a very good student. He makes high honors in all of his classes but his behavior is atrocious.”


    “Just tell me what he did, and I will address it,” my father responded tersely. He was already growing edgier in his chair.


    “He wrote obscene words on the wall in the loo, and was found giving the other students answers to his test scores.”


    I swallowed hard.


    It was true. I littered the student toilet with the most crass words. I did it deliberately when I lost my temper. Assisting the other boys in cheating was only strike one. Throwing another into the boy’s locker was strike two. My behavior in the loo was the last straw.


    I was expelled from Britain’s most prestigious institution for boys. My father was humiliated and angered.


    When we arrived in our family’s London estate, I knew it was close. When my father dismissed the staff for the evening, the time was even closer. Little did my father know, he’d been stirring something within me for the last fifteen years.


    


    He threw me face first into the wall of the library. I glared at my father as I wiped a smear of blood from my lip.


    “You’re nothing but a cowardly little boy. Nothing but a cock-up.” My father already had the bottle of brandy in hand as he bellowed.


    I was sixteen and already an inch taller than my father, so his insults lost relevance a long time ago. I’d become numb.


    “... Let me tell you something, son. This ends tonight. Tomorrow, we’re going back to New York and you’re starting a new school. If you try any of that cock-up bullshit with me, I’ll break every bone in your fucking body. I don’t care if you’re my flesh and blood. I have a reputation to uphold. You hear me?”


    


    I tried to tune him out as I faced the wall he’d thrown me into. When I didn’t answer him, he grabbed me by my scalp. The pain was excruciating and I winced.


    “Do. You. Hear. Me. BOY?”


    My glare was icy as I gazed down at him. He balled his fist and aimed it for my cheek, but I caught it mid-air and forced his fist back down. He tried to hide the look of shock etched on his drunken face, but it didn’t go unnoticed.


    “I hear you perfectly. Father.” My tone was crisp and challenging, but my hand was shaking. I wanted to punch something. Someone. I wished I could hit him and show him how it feels. “I’ll remind you that I’m not a small child anymore. I’ll fucking rip you to shreds-”


    My father barked out a laugh. “You wouldn’t do anything to sacrifice your inheritance.” That was the second time he’d threatened my inheritance, and I took it more seriously back then.


    I stilled and let go of his fist. My father only sneered.


    “You are coming with me in the morning. Get some sleep. I can’t leave you in this fucking place. You’re turning into a bloody disaster. I’ll force you into a real man.”


    I watched him leave the library, and I wiped the blood from my lip, which was now tender and swollen. I knew the routine by this point. I learned how to hide it or laugh it off for the sake of appearances. I could put some ice on it and the swelling would go down. By Monday, it would be hardly noticeable. I knew I was going to hate Manhattan, but worst of all, I knew I was going to hate the verbal and physical abuse I’d receive on a consistent basis. That was my last night living in England, and the start of a new chapter in my life…


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    When I was a child,


    I caught a fleeting glimpse


    I turned to look


    but it was gone


    I cannot put my finger on it now


    The child is grown


    The dream is gone


    I have become comfortably numb


    - Pink Floyd


    


    


    


    


    1. Mason Woodward


    


    


    I fucking did what was necessary.


    


    The thought was playing on repeat within my mind, over and over and over again, throughout the entire funeral service. I stood in silence within the great walls of the St. Paul’s Cathedral. I was surrounded by Lords and Ladies, who had all come to show their respects to the memory of my father. Although I was surrounded by my sister, Zara, as well as Jackson and Piper, there was an eerie heaviness in the air. During the choral hymns, I felt eyes on me. I felt neither shame nor guilt. I did what was necessary to ensure the safety of my future wife, the one woman whom I love more than my own life.


    My father had been a huge benefactor of this Anglican Church, as his father was before him. I knew I would be expected to perform the same generous donations as I stepped into my role as head of my family’s name. I knew the eyes were on me- not because they held suspicions. No, no… I took every measure required to ensure the holes would be covered up. That is what I hired Ian for, and he lived up to his solid, professional reputation.


    Indeed, eyes were on me because there was a great standard of expectation required of my family’s name, and I am now head of that dynasty, as they like to call it. That dynasty ends with my generation.


    My mother dabbed her eyes with a silk handkerchief as she stood beside me. I gazed up, for a fleeting second, toward the dome ceiling, in an effort to mask my impatience for this whole facade. I watched my mother whisper quietly, in a very stiff and formal manner, with Mr. and Mrs. Meadows on the opposite side of her. She had been dropping hefty hints since I arrived in London, about the need for my union with their daughter, Aislinn. I had decided I would refrain from talking to my mother about Jillian, and was thoroughly glad I decided not to bring her into this snake pit.


    The closed casket containing my father’s remains was carried out, followed by the procession of my family. Blindly, I watched the coffin as it was placed into to the back of a polished hearse.


    I did that…


    The toll of the bells continued, and it only added a ghostly feel to the occasion. The remainder of that day was a blur; I was completely numb. I felt nothing and I retained nothing else from the events following the remainder of the afternoon. I only needed to hear her voice.


    


    


    ****


    


    “Mason!” My Jillian answered after just one ring later that evening. There was a calming quality in the sweet sound of her voice. Whenever I feel out of my depth, she has a way of keeping me grounded. She is my anchor. I was ragged from the jet lag, as well as the day’s events. It was only eight in the evening in her timezone, but she also seemed exhausted.


    “Hello darling.” I didn’t have much else to say, other than the usual. I missed her, and I was eager to return to her arms.


    “How was everything? How are you?” There was such uninhibited affection in her voice. It was refreshing.


    “The funeral was as I expected. I have nothing interesting to report, other than the reading of the will in the morning.”


    Jillian was silent as she listened. I didn’t care to discuss my father’s funeral service, and I wished I could talk about all other matters with her in private.


    “Did I lose you?” I asked.


    “No, no…” her voice was quiet. “I was just thinking, and I have been really tired.”


    “Busy day?”


    “Allie came home with the stomach bug a few days ago, and I took care of her and wound up with it, too. I’ve had a fever and feeling nauseated all day.”


    “You’re sick? Try to get an appointment with the doctor. Do you need me to wire you some money?” The demand and question escaped my lips before I could control it. I could almost see Jillian roll her eyes, but I couldn’t stand the idea of her being sick. She was ill, and I was thousands of miles away, unable to care for her. I despised the loss of control I felt over the situation.


    “Mason, oh Mason. Yes, I have a fever but I’m not going to the doctor for a stomach virus. I’m just quarantining myself and drinking whatever I can hold down. It will pass.”


    There was a moment of silence.


    “Jillian. I would like you to go to the doctor. I’ll wire you some money before I turn in for the night.”


    “Yeah, sure.” She agreed. I stared at my mobile for a moment before replacing it to my ear.


    That was easy… I was expecting more of an argument on the subject. Typically, my Jilly Bean would challenge me. I could tell from her soft tone, that she lacked the energy to continue past this point.


    “I really miss you, darling. When are you coming home?” She asked.


    I inhaled and exhaled deeply. “As soon as possible, love. My father’s lawyer is reading the will tomorrow and then I need to square a few things away concerning the London location of the company. I hope to be seeing you next week.”


    She said nothing, uncharacteristically quiet, and I frowned. “You should be in bed.”


    “I am in bed, Captain Bossy,” she laughed softly, but was cut short. “Hold on-”


    My face contorted as I heard the muffled sounds of Jillian throwing up some distance away from the phone. Then there was silence for quite sometime. I ended the call and left her a text message:


    


    Go to bed and phone the doctor in the morning. I’ll check on you later in the day. I love you.


    


    


    ****


    


    “Zara, dearest, sit up. You’re adopting the posture of an American.”


    


    My mother was eager and nervous as our family gathered in the lawyer’s office in London. As was expected, she displaced all of her nerves on my sister. Zara had been sitting in between our cousins, Piper and Jackson. She sat up straighter at the word of my mother. Zara sat stiffly like this, careful not to let her elbows touch. She kept her hands placed neatly within her lap and crossed her ankles. She looked miserably uncomfortable.


    I watched Piper adjust the thin frames on her face. Her lip twitched as she briefly studied the recently widowed Mrs. Woodward. I knew she was silently conducting a psychoanalysis of the woman who calls herself my mother.


    I was anxious for this to be over so I could grab my MaCallan, despite the early hour in the morning. I was already certain of one thing: my father was furious that I disobeyed him. I was positive that my attendance at this drab event was a waste of time. My father threatened to have me removed from the inheritance if I disobeyed his law; Jackson would be named heir. I defied my father when I stood by Jillian after giving her my grandmother’s yellow diamond. I looked over to my cousin, who sat beside his sister. It was clearly written all over his face: he also didn’t care to be in this office and considered this a waste of his time.


    Once we were all gathered, the lawyer wasted no time getting down to business. The reading droned on and on, and I noted how my mother and sister waited with baited breath for the lawyer to mention their names. I sat comfortably in the cushioned leather armchair while I attempted to keep my filthy thoughts of Jillian at bay until I could thoroughly focus on such fantasies.


    Once the reading was finished, my sister burst into tears. Piper held her with both arms and brushed the black hair that stuck to Zara’s damp face. My father left nothing to my sister, and I assumed that it’s due to her dramatic display back in the spring. She had genuinely attempted to take her own life by overdosing on pills. As a result of this, my father was humiliated and angered. Zara had always been a superficial girl who would do anything to appease our father. Being removed from his will hurt her on a level far greater than attaining money and worldly possessions. I watched her sob into Piper’s shoulder. My mother remained stiff and rigid; her mouth was formed into a thin line. She’d been bequeathed a small amount and it was nothing to brag about.


    Piper was left nothing and she remained unphased, still stroking Zara’s hair. Jackson was also left nothing, and once the lawyer stated this, he burst out laughing. All eyes turned to him. My mother, who was already in a foul mood, cast him a disapproving glare. He ran a hand through his smooth, chestnut hair and stopped himself, but there was still a glint in his eyes.


    “My apologies.” He pressed a fist to his lips as he cleared his throat and then relaxed in the chair and crossed one ankle over his thigh. He gestured for the lawyer to continue.


    


    “Lastly, to my firstborn and only son, Mason Alexander Woodward, I bequeath the entirety of my estates…” The lawyer listed everything that entailed: the private jet, the yachts, the large family estate in Mayfair, his entire company, and so much more. I needed several minutes to absorb the shock from this.


    I lived my life under the umbrella of my father’s disapproval. He threatened to have me removed over certain life choices and even attempted to have my girlfriend killed. My father was not one to fuck around with empty threats, so why would he leave me everything after all those times he threatened to have me removed? Jackson found this humorous. I did not, however. Something was amiss in all of this.


    “... I do strongly urge my son to take into matrimony a wife who is stable in society, income and connections to ensure that the name of our family continues to strengthen our legacy through the generations…”


    


    What a load of melodramatic bullshit.


    


    “Does it specifically state that I must marry a woman of high wealth in order to inherit these assets?” I interjected during the reading. My level of patience had reached its peak.


    


    The lawyer looked down at the documents. “No, it does not. It only urges you to take a wife who-”


    “Good.” I cut him off.


    “Dearest, I must insist that you speak with Mr. Meadows about his daughter-” My mother began. Her accent always gets richer when she is about to scold or lecture and I held up a hand to silence her. I stared into her dark eyes directly. She was immediately quieted.


    “I’ll not hear a word about it, if you want to continue your sweet trips to the day spa in the country, Mother.”


    An uncomfortable silence followed and I was fine with that. I’d rather deal with uncomfortable silence than hear my mother’s mouth singing Aislinn’s praises.


    Once everyone dispersed, I resorted to my hotel. I was anxious to check in with Jill and see how she was feeling.


    


    I pulled up the Skype program that she insisted we use, and smiled when her beautiful face greeted my screen.


    “Hello gorgeous,” I grinned. She wore her frames, looked pale and tired, but she was still sexy as fuck- even with mussed hair and a navy sweater that hung off one shoulder.


    She bit her lower lip and smiled. “Hey baby, I miss you! How did everything go?” She rested her chin in hand as she gazed at me on the screen.


    “It was interesting,” I answered. “You know, after all the threats my father made about removing me from his will, he left almost everything to me.” I looked at my darling girl as she listened to me through the screen.


    Jillian seemed surprised as well.


    “My mother received very little. Jackson received nothing, and neither did Piper.”


    “I suppose it is only right that he would leave his inheritance to his children,” Jillian commented as she adjusted the frames on her face. “But I don’t know much about these things.”


    “You needn’t know much, truthfully. My father apparently knew very little as well. My sister is in a state of despair because he left nothing to her. She’s no saint, but that was a very hurtful thing he did to her.”


    I watched Jillian’s dark eyes widen through her glasses and her perfect mouth dropped open. “Why would he do that? She is his daughter.”


    I shook my head and my brow creased. “His reasoning doesn’t make sense, but there is not a damn thing anybody can do about it now. The man is dead.”


    There was a pause of silence and I noted the deep expression of concern all over Jillian’s face as she studied me through the screen.


    “When will you be home?” She finally asked as that beautiful mouth curved into a soft pout.


    “Soon. Very soon, my love… and then I will really show you how much I’ve missed you.” My lips curled into a wolfish grin at the thought of cuffing her to the bed and tormenting her body with delicious pleasure. It pleased me greatly to watch her pale cheeks become crimson from my suggestions.


    “You look like you’re feeling better. Did you go to the doctor?”


    “They had no open appointments, but mom and Aunt Mel made me some soup and I’m feeling so much better today,” she smiled.


    “I’m glad to hear it. I still have some legal matters and business agenda to take care of, but I anticipate I will be returning to the States sometime next month.”


    Jillian was obviously delighted and her face lit up a little more.


    “I’ll have to fill you in on everything else that has happened as well, when I get back. Hopefully it won’t be much longer than a month.”


    “Oh good. I have something I want to talk about, too.” She answered as she raked a hand through her wild, dark auburn waves.


    Something suspicious hung in the air with those words, and my jaw instinctively knotted. I arched an eyebrow as I gazed at the screen. “What is it?”


    Jillian noted the expression on my face and the tone of my voice, and she scrunched her nose. “It’s about the wedding. I decided I want to have the wedding in the church where my parents were married in Brooklyn. What do you think about that?”


    I relaxed, and didn’t realize how rigid I had become in those two seconds until I exhaled. Thank fuck. I had a deeply rooted fear that she had been sick for another reason, and then when she said she wanted to talk… Bloody hell.


    “Of course, darling. As I said countless times before, everything you want. Just tell me what to wear and I’ll be there.” I flashed her a charming grin and she rolled her eyes, but smiled.


    


    ****


    


    The following evening was an eventful one- for everyone else. I stood beside my typical post at an event like this. With a crystal tumbler of scotch in one hand, I surveyed the scene. My family’s home was brimming with London’s elite. They smiled in my direction and paid double the attention, now that I was head of my family’s name. I politely nodded in their direction, but couldn’t give two fucks about them or this event.


    This was another bloody benefit, yet this one was marked in my late father’s honor. Truly, it was just another excuse for the rich to show off their wealth and for the elite to parade their status. I downed the scotch in my glass and winced from the burn, but the sensation was delightful. The eyes continued to linger on me, coming from all directions. From across the marbled ball room, I watched my mother converse with Piper and Zara. They each held flutes of champagne, although none of them sipped from the glass. Jackson was not to be seen this evening.


    My eyes continued to absorb the scene as I sensed a gaze upon me, although the feeling was not due to paranoia. Keenly, I glanced up toward the banister of the balcony, which jutted out just above the rounded bar station.


    Three men, all dressed in the most expensive tuxedos money could buy, were staring down at me. They whispered amongst one another, and then gave me a nod. The man in the middle, with salt-and-pepper hair, raised his champagne flute to me. I recognized these men, although I had not seen them in quite some time. During my frequent visits to my father’s London office, the front man with salt-and-pepper hair was often seen exiting as I was entering. We had never been formally introduced. I didn’t care for the way he smiled down upon me from the balcony, but I passed this feeling off, and blamed it on my already-sour state of mind.


    With a polite nod, I acknowledged the man silently, before I knocked my last round of scotch back, just as Zara approached me. I sensed her glance upwards briefly, in the direction of the balcony, and then she leaned in and whispered very quietly. I could barely hear her above the music.


    “Those are old business associates of father’s. That man in the middle is Mr. Wei. Be very careful. He’ll look for anyway to put a man in his pocket. I think he’s the one who killed-”


    I held up my hand to stop her, and she paused mid-sentence.


    “Watch what you say, Zara. You play a dangerous game with spreading rumors like that.” My voice was hushed as I whispered to my sister, but my tone was sharp and laced with warning. Every person in the corporate world knew about Jian Wei; How could they not? The man established a multi-billion dollar gambling empire in all corners of the globe, and there had even been speculation that he was involved in questionable and immoral means of getting what he desired, although nobody has ever been able to provide evidence from such rumors. Over the years, I brushed those rumors off as fabricated, exaggerated stories. Even I had been guilty of blackmail, slander, deceit and manipulation as a means to an end. Of course, it was dirty business, but I have yet to meet a saint in the corporate world. I gazed up and caught Wei’s subtle smile one last time, and then he disappeared from balcony, with his men in tow. I had a strong feeling the man would be meeting with me very soon.


    At that very moment, I felt my mobile vibrate within the inside pocket of my tux. Jill’s message lit up the screen and I couldn’t mask my smile.


    


    Jill: I love you and I’m thinking about you! Xxx


    


    Of course, I thumbed a reply to her: The things I’m going to do to that sweet little body when I see it… be warned.


    


    Immediately, my mobile alerted me to her response, but I pocketed the device when I noticed my mother approach. I closed my eyes momentarily, attempting to conceal my irritation. There was only one reason why she would approach me at this event. The woman has been persistent in trying to pair me with the banking heiress, Aislinn Meadows.


    “I just had a lovely chat with the Meadows. Did you realize that Aislinn is graduating Oxford this Spring?” This is my mother’s not-so-subtle attempt at casual talk and match-making.


    “Brilliant. Good on her.” I wished I had another refill of scotch in my hand at this moment.


    “You really should go talk to her, darling-”


    “I am already engaged. Do not call me your darling.” My hiss was low and left absolutely no room for an argument.


    The woman sighed. “Truly, I thought you were going through some rebellious phase when you gave that woman your grandmother’s ring. You cannot be serious. You cannot possibly have a future with that woman.” Now she was sounding like Zara. Christ.


    “How can you possibly marry a woman whom you are embarrassed to be seen with in public?”


    I understood that my mother was not trying to argue my decisions, but she was treading on dangerous ground at this moment. My blood boiled in my veins.


    I turned to look at her sharply; my nostrils flared, and she took a step back. I didn’t give a shit whether other guests were witnessing this.


    “I do not conceal her, nor am I embarrassed to be seen with her. She will be my wife, whether or not your impractical and irrational standards approve of her. I do whatever is fucking necessary to keep her protected, even from the likes of you. What could Jillian possibly gain from hearing your subtle, arrogant insults during this time of mourning?” I piqued my brow at her as I challenged her to answer me adequately.


    As I suspected, she had no reasonable response. “I will keep your lavish lifestyle supported, as long as you adhere to my terms. I don’t think I need to explain them further.” Silence followed. Despite my hushed threats, the few spectators who had gathered were also silent.


    “Good evening, Mother.” I left the scene, rigid and ready to combust. The sooner I left London, the better…


    The waltz of music within the ballroom was nothing more than a blur in my ears as I stormed from the charity event. I thought of the woman staying with her family in Ohio, most likely wearing a Led Zeppelin t-shirt and listening to Pink Floyd at this moment…


    As soon as this mess is settled, I’ll be returned to her. I gave myself this silent reminder as I exited the building.


     I pulled my mobile from my inside jacket pocket and read her waiting text message.


    Jill: I’ll be ready and waiting, Sir.


    My lips twitched into a slight smile. Her words alone caused my anger to dissipate and during the car ride back to my flat in Soho, I thought about the last time I touched her…


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    2: Jillian Pryor


    


    


    Mason: You’ll certainly address me as Sir when I have you cuffed on West 87th Street.


    


    I read Mason’s text message as I walked down the sidewalk in town with my cousin, Allie. I sucked on my lower lip, as a wave of heat washed through my body. I couldn't even begin to imagine the possible ways he would have me bound and cuffed. It had been so long since he took me to the apartment on West 87th street. Mason and I had been having this sexy text fest back and forth for the last few days. His time zone was currently six hours ahead of mine. He knew I was going to be out with my cousin during this time, and I imagined him lying in bed looking at his cell phone with that half-smirk he often gave me just before he tore my underwear off my body.


    Oh, yes please. I sucked on my lower lip as a crackle of energy rushed through my body and settled within my panties. I kept my eyes on the commanding message he sent, and I couldn’t stop thinking about his blazing, intense stare. Tingles settled within my core as I pictured his handsome face, and those strong hands, caressing my body-


    “Jilly, hurry up!” The fifteen year old walked at a fast pace about ten steps ahead of me and I blushed when I remembered that I was not alone with my phone.


     The stomach virus was long gone and I was feeling so much better these days. I agreed to take my teenage cousin dress shopping for her school dance. It was going to be a brand new experience for me- dress shopping with an energetic fifteen-year-old. Mom and Travis didn’t have money for me to have brand new dresses for school dances, and so I usually didn’t go to my school dances. I remember that I pretended to be sick or that I had a huge project due for school. Now, Allie wanted my advice while dress shopping.


    Allie chose an armful of dresses and sported a fashion show, just for me. As she slipped behind the curtain to change, my mind drifted to Mason.


    


    His latest message had my mind reeling. I couldn’t stop thinking about our last time together, the last time he touched me...


    


    One month previously...


    


    On the night we learned of his father’s accidental death, Mason was radiating with intense sexual energy. He held me so tightly in the foyer of his penthouse and I was prepared to hold him all night if that’s what he needed from me. I knew there was so much turbulence going on within his mind and I was going to give him whatever he needed.


    He stepped away to gaze at me, just before his cell phone vibrated. His jaw knotted tensely as he reached into the pocket of his black pants.


    “Yes.” He answered someone tersely. His light brown eyes flickered toward me for a split second, and then he turned away as he spoke into the phone. “It’s settled. We should be arriving in Cleveland at six in the morning. I’ll be heading to Heathrow straight from Ohio. Yes…”


    Mason turned and gazed at me again, before his expression contorted while speaking into the phone. “I don’t know how long I will be in London. There is a lot to handle, but I need you to keep on eye on things while I’m gone.”


    I watched him listen intensely for a moment. “Right. We’ll discuss when I return. Ciao.”


    He ended the call and exhaled deeply. “Everyone is in a tizzy now that my father is dead…”


    I nodded. He didn’t need to explain anything to me. In fact, I was expecting his phone to blow up with incoming calls from the company and from his family. Still, there was something very dark about him as he stood there with blazing eyes and knotted-white knuckles. It was like he was teetering on the edge of a cliff.


    I moved my hands up to caress his face, but he caught my wrists with a single grasp. Holding my hands above my head, he directed me toward the bedroom.


    “We leave early in the morning, but tonight, you’re mine.” His voice was hoarse. He kept a single grasp on my wrists while his other hand gripped my shoulder and walked me down the hall.


    Once inside the bedroom, he stopped me just at the end of our bed. My hands were freed once his fingers raked over the curves, leaving a trail of tingles from my breasts down to my hips. I was ready to hear the tear of silk, but instead the light trail of a zipper greeted my ears. The cool air clashed with my heated skin as the dress pooled around my ankles. He turned me to face him, and my breath caught when his lips crashed down on mine. His lips were smoldering, sending a fire straight to my core. His hands gripped my hips possessively. So possessively, and his lips never left mine as his tongue enveloped mine. The passion was consuming. I caressed his handsome face with both hands as his teeth lightly pulled on my lower lip.


    “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered.


    I stared up into his gaze, as I caressed his face again. His eyes were intense, stormy, but held something special just for me. Firmly, he grasped my forearms with both hands, and threw me against the mattress. I landed on my back lightly. His eyebrow quirked upwards, ever so slightly, as he admired my body. His fingers grazed my skin as he pulled the thin black silk of my panties down my legs. Then he prowled around to the side of the bed, never taking his eyes off my form. My body was wired with anticipation as I watched him admire me.


    I opened my mouth to say something but he suddenly gripped both hips fiercely and flipped me onto my stomach. I gasped from the sudden turn-around. His grip remained on my hips as he positioned my ass into the air. My whole body flamed with nerves- the pleasurable, tingling kind that comes when I’m left anticipating, in a vulnerable state.


    “Good. Stay just like that. Don’t move.” His rich, sultry British voice hung in the air above me. I sensed him undress, and I knew I was soaked. I sucked on my lower lip, waiting for his command.


    I felt him position himself against my ass, between my legs. His fingers trailed up and down my bare back, and against the sides of my breasts.


    “Aren’t you going to tie me up?” I asked in a blurt.


    He said nothing at first, and I only felt his stern handprint against my left cheek. “I can’t be bothered with ropes and ties right now.”


    I gasped from the light sting his hand left on my heated skin. My body writhed a little more from the contact.


    “What was that for?” I asked.


    His fingers dug into the skin on my hips. “I saw the way you looked at me earlier tonight. Do not ever question how much I love you-”


    His hand bared down on the other globe of my ass and I gasped. “And that, my dear, is for questioning me at all.” Without another word, he thrust into me and I whimpered in pleasure.


    “Mm. Fuck.” He whispered hoarsely as he pushed into me deeply. I could feel every inch of him on every nerve-ending within my body. I dipped my head lower, overcome with pleasure, combined with the force of his thrusting. He gripped my hair and held my head upright as he continued pumping in and out, in and out, going so deep. Then suddenly, he pressed my head down into the mattress and picked up the pace. I felt every inch of his length drilling into me. His hand held me down, pinning me between my shoulder blades.


    “You’re mine- you understand that?” He demanded gravelly.


    I was overwhelmed, gasping and moaning. How can anyone think to speak during a time like this? My toes curled from the pleasure, but he tugged sharply on my hair.


    “An answer, Jillian.”


    “Yes- yes, Sir.”


    He continued his pace, never letting up, filling up every inch within me until I felt the exquisite build-up of pressure and I came undone. I moaned his name into the pillow and he continued to fuck me through my orgasm. I clenched around him repeatedly and he nearly collapsed on top of me as he released. I felt his breath heavy on the back of my neck as he took a few minutes to collect himself. A few minutes passed and I listened for him to catch his breath.


    “I love you, Mason,” I whispered, reveling in the tingles that still spread between my thighs.


    I could feel how much calmer he was now, and he planted soft kisses between my shoulder blades, on the back of my neck and the area behind my ear. “I love you, my Jilly Bean. There isn’t a damn thing I won’t do for you.”


    That night, he held me as though we would not see each other for a long time… The more I thought about him, the more my heart ached. I missed everything about him- the intense, yet tender way he gazed down at me, the masculine but clean scent of him, the way he held me, the way he-


    


    Present Day…


    


    “How does this look?” Allie appeared in front of me, flashing a slinky red dress that had a high slit up to her thigh. It was enough to tear me away from my sensual memory. The material clung to my fifteen-year-old cousin’s body. The cleavage was extremely low.


    You have got to be kidding me.


    “I really think I like this one,” Allie turned and admired her reflection in the mirror. She fluffed her blonde hair as she vainly admired her own reflection. I couldn’t believe this girl. I knew my Aunt Mel would buy her the dress just to shut her up, but I am not Aunt Mel. Most of the dresses Allie tried on were questionable for a school dance, and I talked her away from each one, but this dress topped them all.


    “I think I’m going to murder you if you try to wear that to a school dance.” I quipped. I was trying to be the supportive older cousin, but if I had any idea the dress would fit her in that way, I never would have let her take it into the dressing room.


    “You’re just joking!” Allie giggled, but when she noticed the serious expression on my face, her smile faded. “Are you serious?”


    “Very. And Travis will have a field day if he sees you in that.” I quirked an eyebrow.


    “Oh come on! You don’t love this dress?”


    “That dress is so inappropriate for a school dance.”


    Allie frowned. “I brought you along because you are fun!”


    I softened. I wasn’t about to argue with a teenager in a dressing room.


    I bit my lower lip, trying to think of a tactful way of telling my cousin she looked like a twenty-five year old call girl in that sort of dress.


    “Well… I like the fabric and the material, but the whole design reminds me of something a hooker would wear. You can definitely rock that dress, but I doubt your teachers would let you into the dance in that sort of outfit”


    Allie looked like she was about to argue.


    I sighed inwardly. My thoughts had been so consumed by Mason, and I wasn’t even paying attention to the choices my cousin was hauling into the dressing rooms.


    


    I picked up the plum, knee-length design that Allie had also tried. “I really loved this one on you. I spotted the perfect necklace that can go with this, and it would match those heels you saw in Macy’s the other day.”


    Allie’s eyes lit up and she immediately took the plum dress from my hands. “You’re so right! Why didn’t I think of that?” She was instantly ecstatic, much to my relief.


    She returned to the dressing room, and I was already exhausted. How do people survive having teenage daughters? I made a mental note to thank Travis for putting up with me during all those adolescent years…


    


    Allie chose the plum dress that I showed her, and she also agreed on the necklace I pointed out. She left the store with a huge smile and I needed some coffee. I looked at the time on my cell phone, wondering if Mason was still awake. He’d been dealing with insomnia, especially after the death of his father. Something seemed “off” about him, and I knew it was because he was dealing with grief- losing a father so suddenly in such a tragic accident, and knowing that he never had a healthy relationship with his father had so much to do with his temperament lately. He was often so warm and affectionate with me over the phone or on Skype, but then he could also be cold and distant and didn’t tell me much of his business while he was in London.


    


    


    ****


    


    After our shopping excursion, we returned home. Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe were not home yet, and neither was mom or Travis. Allie rushed upstairs to get ready for a party which she was attending that night for a friend. She was upstairs for a full hour, then rushed down the stairs.


    “Tell mom and dad I’ll be home by ten. I promise!” She waved in a hurry as a car horn beeped from the gravel drive. Just like that, I had the house to myself and all was quiet.


    I tried to call Mason, assuming he was still awake. The phone rang a few times before going to voicemail. He’s probably sleeping. Good.


    I decided to start dinner. I’ve learned my way very well around the kitchen during my weeks living with Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe. I began chopping carrots for a salad, glancing through the kitchen window from time to time. The sun was beginning to set over the horizon when I noticed the mail truck pull away. I’d just started a pot of water to boil on the stove for pasta, so I decided to get the mail quickly.


    A breeze blew lightly as I walked down the gravel drive. The days were getting shorter because of the time of year and I was expecting mom and my uncle to arrive home very soon from work. The gravel made a crunching noise beneath my feet as I walked, but a sickening feeling washed over me as I neared the mailbox. I stopped briefly to look around.


    A strong intuition washed over me. I was not alone. The feeling was almost supernatural, and my skin prickled.


    It reminded me of that night at Jackson’s party… I shuddered and decided to skip the mail. I skimmed the property line, and the line of trees that surrounded the acre of property, and saw absolutely nothing. There was nothing out of the ordinary, aside from that invasive feeling. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and walked quickly back toward the house. Once inside, I locked the door and made sure the windows were sealed tightly.


    I felt so spooked, and I had no explanation for it. I’d never felt that way at Aunt Mel’s and Uncle Joe’s property. They lived on a quiet acre of property. Their closest neighbors were about half a mile down the road. It was a severe contrast from the Brooklyn neighborhood I grew up in.


    Twenty minutes later, Travis’s blue Nissan parked outside and I was relieved when he walked through the front door. He rented the in-law apartment off to the side of the house, but Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe still insisted that we eat dinner together as a family every night.


    “It smells good. What are you cooking, Jilly Bean?”


    “Spaghetti,” I answered, and for the moment, decided not to mention the haunting feeling I’d gotten on my way to the mailbox. It was a strange feeling, and it was based on nothing more than intuition.


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    3. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    “You’ve reached Mason Woodward. You know what to do.” Beep.


    The phone didn’t even ring; it went straight to his voicemail. Our fun and sexy text chats had ended weeks ago. After the reading of his father’s will, there was always a reason why he couldn’t return to the states just yet. Aside from a brief, occasional text, I barely heard from him in the last two days. But, my trust in him was strong. I kept my fingers crossed that he would have all legal matters and company transitions smoothed over soon so he could return home. I missed him so badly.


    


    Lyrics from my favorite pandora music station played from my laptop as I fixed the guest bed with the fresh sheets I had just pulled from the linen closet. A storm was brewing outside and I could hear the faint rumbles of thunder in the distance, but I was so ready for sleep.


    My family was planning to have a small get-together for Travis’s birthday the next day and I spent the entire day shopping, and in the kitchen preparing. Birthdays have always been a big deal in my family, and my family planned to have a small party at the farmhouse to celebrate. It was especially important to me that Travis had the best birthday because he has always been so selfless when it comes to me and my mom. I reflected on everything he has done for our mom and for me, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to thank him enough for stepping up and taking care of us both after dad died.


    I hadn’t heard from Mason in two days, aside from sporadic little text messages stating that he couldn’t wait to see me. I missed him, but planning Travis’s birthday party was a welcome distraction. Besides, it was the least I could do for my older brother.


    “You still owe me a movie night,” Travis poked his head around the corner to the spare bedroom I had been staying in while visiting.


    I’d left the door open so it was hardly intrusive. He wore a plain black t-shirt and his typical ripped jeans in a light wash. His wavy dark hair fell in his eyes. Just like me, he had taken his contact lense out for the evening and was wearing his glasses.


    I turned and grinned as I pointed a finger at him. “You’re the one who is always busy! Workaholic.”


    Travis held his hands up in a surrendering gesture. “Blame my boss. The dickwad thinks I’m married to the company.”


    I played along with his sarcasm, and pressed a hand over my heart. “It’s so endearing that you feel I’m grown up enough to use terms such as dickwad in front of me.”


    Travis shrugged, as if to say “my bad.” Truthfully, he stopped watching his mouth in front of me as soon as I turned eighteen. The older I’ve gotten, the stronger our relationship has become. I realized this during my month-long stay in Ohio. Travis has confided in me about things that he never would have while I was in high school or even college. I have spent a lot of time with him in the garage while he worked on an old Chevy.


    Travis turned and padded barefoot down the tiny, carpeted hall of the in-law apartment. I followed him.


    “So what movie do you have in mind?” I asked as I fastened my wild hair into a ponytail.


    Two steps later, we were in the cozy living room. This place has definitely been turned into a bachelor pad, but it was really nice that Travis opened his guest bedroom to me. I plopped down on the shabby navy sofa while Travis flipped on the television and set up Netflix.


    “God, there’s nothing but chick flicks on this thing.” I watched my brother grimace as he scanned the options.


    A loud crack of thunder nearly shook the house and the lights flickered.


    “Maybe the movie should wait,” Travis grinned. The lights flickered again, and then blacked out before flickering back on.


    “Yeah. Good idea,” I agreed.


    He turned and headed toward the small kitchenette and opened the fridge. He grabbed a beer, and then paused and looked at me.


    “You want one?” He offered.


    “No thanks, I’m good.”


    A torrent of rain suddenly crashed down around the house, and I noticed that my brother kept looking toward the front door with slight concern on his face. He pulled his cell phone from the pocket of his ratty jeans and checked it, frowned, and then pocketed it.


    “Are you waiting for someone?” I asked.


    “Nah.” Travis crossed the living room and reclined back on the opposite end of the navy sofa.


    “So, little sis.” He began, and I knew where this conversation was heading. “Have you heard from Mason lately?”


    I was glad Travis no longer had an edge to his voice whenever Mason’s name was mentioned, but their friendship was still on the road to recovery.


    “He has been so busy with everything in London,” I answered. “I’ve barely heard a word from him in two days, but I know he misses me.”


    Travis nodded thoughtfully, solemnly. He twisted the cap off the bottle and took a swig of beer. “It’s fucking crazy.” He thought out loud, and then shook his head. I waited a few moments to see if he would elaborate.


    His brow creased as he thought quietly to himself, and he took another gulp.


    “We lost dad when I was sixteen, and even though dad has been gone, I always sensed that Mason was a little jealous of the bond I had with him.”


    I could understand that. I have memories of our dad taking me to the park and to father-daughter dances when I was in kindergarten, but he also passed away just after I turned six. I sometimes felt a little envious that Travis had more time and more memories with him.


    “It’s hard to imagine what it feels like to have a shitty relationship with your father, only to lose him like that.” Travis murmured before taking another swig of beer. “I met the guy once- his dad, I mean. He was a real dick. The first time he met me, we were seventeen. He didn’t like me from the second he saw me. I could see it on his face. He gave Mason an earful about his grades, how goddamn disappointed he was… then fucking clocked Mason right in the face. Right in front of me.”


    My mouth fell open. I never knew this. Of course I knew that Mason’s relationship with his father was horrible, and Zara was proof that their father was abusive, but hearing Travis say this… my heart dropped to my stomach.


    “Oh yeah. I know a lot about his relationship with his father, if you want to call it a relationship. It was toxic.” Travis only shook his head.


    I opened my mouth to ask a question, but there was a knock at the front door. It was harsh and demanding. The torrent of rain was relentless outside and hadn’t let up yet. Travis stood and strode over to the door.


    Who could it possibly be at this hour?  It was too late for a pizza delivery...


    “Finally, man.” Travis stated after opening the door. From my seat on the sofa, I couldn’t see who was at the door. Curiously, I stood and took a few steps so I could get a good look.


    Travis opened the door wider, and I sucked in a deep breath when Mason stepped into the tiny living room. He was soaked through, and large drops of water cascaded down his face. Even wet, I could see that he was overdue for a haircut and he had week-old stubble on his face.


    But fuck. Me. The man is gorgeous. I thought my chest was going to explode- from shock and pure joy!


    Mason slicked his long black hair from his face.


    “I tried to call but the storm …” Mason began his explanation, but then his eyes fell on me.


    My heart continued to swell within my chest, and I thought it might burst through the cotton shirt I was wearing. With a huge, beaming smile, I jumped into Mason’s arms.


    “I’m soaked through!” He grinned, immediately dropping the black bag in his hand. He wrapped his strong arms around me and he held me as though I weighed no more than a feather.


    “I don’t care!” I laughed as I embraced him fiercely. I was not letting him go. Ever.


    “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming back tonight?”


    “It was supposed to be a surprise, but the storm put a damper on the plan.” Mason grinned. I pulled away slightly to get a good look at him. He appeared exhausted and disheveled, and not because of the rain.


    “He told me not to say anything,” Travis added with an impish grin.


    I turned to look at Travis. “Must you always do everything he says?”


    Travis only shrugged nonchalantly. I suppose this explains why they are friends.


    I turned my focus back to Mason, and his mouth crashed against mine, bruising my lips with the intensity of his commanding kiss. I wrapped my thighs around his waist tighter as his mouth ravaged my lips in hungry passion. We hadn’t seen each other in little over a month…


    


    Travis groaned. “Oh hell. I don’t need to see this. I’m going to bed.” My brother turned his gaze away quickly and started walking down the hall. “Please, if you have any love for me, keep it down.”


    I thought I faintly heard him mention something about being scarred for life. I could only giggle softly. I couldn’t accurately put into words how elated I was to have Mason back in my arms. His lips continued to envelop mine, our tongues dancing. His clothes had completely soaked the front of my pajamas but neither of us even noticed. His hard, bulging erection rubbed against my pubic bone as he carried me down the tiny hall.


    He was cold and wet, but I still felt a warm dampness spread in my panties.


    “I missed you. So much,” his breath grazed my ear in a whisper.


    I breathed in his masculine scent, a scent that was all Mason. A dull ache formed in my clit as desire pooled between my thighs.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t call much these last few days,” Mason said, but his voice was husky and gravelly. “Whenever I had a minute of peace, I realized it was about eleven your time.”


    I put a finger to his lips. “You’re here now.”


    His grip on the globes of my ass was so powerful, and I felt secure enough to grind the apex of my thighs against his tented bulge. He grunted and momentarily closed his eyes.


    “Fuck, Jillian,” he hissed. “If you keep that up…”


    I continued rocking against him in a slow, circular motion, and his grip on my cheeks only tightened. I knew I would have his finger indents there the next morning. Yes, please…


    He walked me into my guest bedroom and kicked the door closed before he threw me down on the bed. Without wasting time, he stripped out of his wet clothes- an expensive suit and tie. It’s as though he’d boarded the plane straight from a meeting in London. His large, hard cock stood straight and proud.


    There was a dark glint in his eyes, but his expression was also one of love and tenderness. It’s hard to accurately describe the way my Mason was looking at me.


    He knelt at the edge of the bed, where my legs dangled. I bit my lower lip and curled my knees up at his unspoken command. His fingers latched onto the elastic waistband of my pajama bottoms and he pulled them down my legs with controlled restraint. I could tell by the hungry look in his eyes that he was barely holding on. I sucked on my lower lip as his eyes roved over the lower, exposed half of my body.


    The ache in my pussy had grown from dull to throbbing, and his movements were too practiced, too slow…


    “Can you be quiet?” His whispered question was hoarse.


    “Yes. Mason, please…” my body writhed with need.


    “I’m going to take my time with you, darling. I’m going to savor every minute, every drop you give me.” His fingers raked up my inner thighs and his hands forced my legs apart even wider. I was fully exposed to him, glistening and throbbing for this man.


    His fingers wrapped around my ankles and pulled my ass closer to the edge of the bed. He bent forward and breathed in deeply.


    “Fuck yes. You smell so good. I missed it.”


    My heart was palpitating rampantly in my chest as I watched him breathe in my scent. For a man who was raised in posh society, he can be so feral behind closed doors.


    With his hands still gripping both ankles, he lifted my ass slightly above the mattress. Then his lips planted sensuous, warm kisses up the insides of both thighs. I was desperate to feel his mouth on my most sensitive spot, and I wriggled my ass lightly, trying to draw him in…


    His fingers raked up my calves and he gripped my thighs as my legs were thrown over his muscular shoulders. Without wasting another second, his lips slammed into me, and left me with shuddering gasp from the contact. Shocks of pleasure erupted up my core.


    Good God. I gripped the duvet as my toes involuntarily curled over his shoulders. He was kissing me down there just as he did my mouth moments earlier. It was passionate, hungry and fierce. A slight gasp escaped as he gently took one fold between his teeth and tugged. Then his tongue caressed and massaged my clit in a way that left me writhing in intense pleasure.


    “So sweet, so delicious, my darling.” I felt his warm breath as he said this, and then he proceeded to suck in a way that left me reeling.


    Another gasp escaped.


    “Quiet,” Mason whispered. It was an effort to slap a hand over my mouth. “If you can keep it down, I can continue.” I could only nod my understanding, and covered my face with the pillow to muffle any noise that left my lips.


    Suddenly, one hand left my thigh and two fingers suddenly plunged deeply into me. I moaned, but thankfully, it was muffled from the pillow.


    “You missed that, love?” Mason’s rich, deep British accent flooded my ears as his fingers relentlessly moved in and out at a steady pace. “You missed the way my fingers can massage your sweet, tight little cunt. You need a good, sound fucking.”


    He thumbed my clit as his fingers moved with expert skill. The pressure build-up was too much and my back arched as an intense climax ripped through my body.


    My chest heaved up and down as I tried to regain my breath. I pulled the pillow away from my face and found him standing now, stroking his cock as he admired me.


    “An answer, Jillian.” His tone was stern but gentle.


    “I missed you- I missed your cock,” my breathing was staggering as I looked up at him. “Please. I need you.”


    “And you’ll have me, gorgeous,” he said this with genuine tenderness. He bent forward slightly and pressed down on the bed. The bed creaked in objection to his prodding.


    I was about to ask him what he is doing, but then he took my hands and helped me off the bed. Without a word, he lay on the carpet of my bedroom and gestured for me to join him.


    I stood there, drinking in the sight of him. The sight of him laying there with a hard, solid cock was enough to give any woman an orgasm.


    “Come here.” His command was stern, yet tender and he held his arms out to me.


    Why the hell am I just standing here?


    I sucked on my lower lip as I lowered myself onto his body. His hands grasped my ass as soon as he could reach, and he pulled me closer to him. His mouth found mine, and I blinked as I tasted myself on his tongue. My lips trailed kisses from his mouth down to his chest and sucked on each nipple in turn.


    He let out a grunt as I did this, and he rubbed his cock against my slick opening. The way he thrust up like this was so arousing, and I couldn’t resist any longer. I lifted my thighs to position myself and his hands planted firmly on each hip, guiding me.


    “I can feel how you tightened up on me while I was gone. This tight little pussy will feel so good,” he said with strain in his voice.


    I lowered myself onto him at my own pace, while his hands remained firmly planted on my hips. I closed my eyes as his thick, solid tip entered me, slowly stretching me open, and his fingers dug into the flesh on my hips as he continued to control himself.


    I lowered myself a little more as I adjusted myself, and in reaction, he thrust his hips up, and pulled me down onto him. I felt every thick inch slam into my tight heat and I threw my head back as he filled me completely. Immediately, he began rocking my body back and forth. I gasped and whimpered.


    “That’s it, darling. Fucking ride my cock.” He groaned as he thrust up, deeply inside. He slammed into me so deeply at a relentless pace and my knees were growing weak from the intense, pleasurable pressure.


    “Oh Mason,” I moaned, caught up in ecstasy.


    He suddenly flipped me onto my back and relentlessly continued, harder and faster and I could feel his heavy balls slap against me as he kissed each of my breasts.


    “Oh F...uck, Mason” I moaned. “I love you.”


    He didn’t answer immediately. He finally let out a guttural groan as he came deep inside me. He lay on top of me, never removing his cock, as he breathed heavily against my neck.


    “I love you too, my Jilly Bean,” he spoke as he huffed against my throat. “I missed you so much.”


    


    Eventually, we ended up in the bed. Mason’s large arms wrapped around my small frame as he spooned me. The torrent of rain outside had diminished to a light shower and I quietly listened to the soft patter of the rain drops.


    Mason was absolutely exhausted and fell asleep almost instantly. For once, he was sound asleep long before I was. I rolled lightly, and stared at his face as he slept. I knew, without a doubt, that this was the first time within a month that he was sleeping this soundly. I continued watching him. His features are so beautiful and so masculine at the same time. I wanted to run my fingers through that his thick, wavy black hair.


    


    “I fucking did what was necessary,” I heard him mumble this in his sleep. “You’ll burn in hell.”


    


    I blinked as I watched him, waiting for him to murmur something else, but then he was silent. He’s only dreaming. I kept my gaze on him, wondering what torment was playing within his mind. Deep down, I already had an idea that his mumblings had to do with his father.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    4. Mason Woodward


    


    


    I awoke the next morning, profoundly confused for a fleeting moment. Dreams of my berating father’s voice floated in and out of my sleep. When I opened my eyes to a strange bed, it took a few moments to collect my thoughts and recall my late arrival to Travis’s apartment.


    Seeing Jillian has given me more peace than I’ve had in the last five weeks. I missed seeing that light in her eyes, and feeling the way her arms wrap around my body tightly when she tackles me. The sweet, minty taste of her mouth and the way those pouty lips envelope mine when she kisses-


    Fuck. My cock hardened even more just thinking about last night. I glanced toward Jillian’s side of the bed. It was empty and unmade. Then I glanced at the digital clock on the dressing table.


    Bloody hell. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept in until noon. I noticed that Jillian had brought my black bag into the bedroom and placed it beside the dressing table. I rummaged through it until I found a pair of thin sweat pants and a black crew neck- my typical workout gear.


    


    Black Sabbath was playing on low volume in the small kitchenette as I paced down the small hall. My lips curled into a half smile when I heard Jillian’s voice belting out the lyrics. I watched her swing her hips, then she turned and laughed when Travis shoved her head playfully.


    “Where did you go last night?” I could hear Jill ask her brother.


    “Out.” Travis gave a cryptic grin.


    “To Lucy’s?” She taunted like an impish little sister.


    “Nope. The eggs are burning.” Travis pointed toward the fryer.


    “Oh! Shit!”


    


    “Hey, man.” Travis greeted when he spotted me enter the kitchen. “Jill’s making us breakfast. Isn’t that cute?”


    Jill rolled her eyes and narrowed them in a glare toward her brother, then she turned toward me as she desperately attempted to scrape burnt eggs from the fryer onto a plate.


    “Good morning, sweetie. I’m making brunch. Well, sort of… I burnt the eggs but we still have toast and sausage, and cereal.”


    She wrapped her arms around my torso and stood on her toes to kiss me. I held her tightly, reveling in the way her small frame fits against mine.


    “I’m still trying to wrap my head around this,” Travis mumbled. He began fixing himself a plate of food as he attempted to ignore the display.


    I looked up from my hold on Jillian as a thought occurred to me.


    “Happy Birthday, Mate.”


    Travis glanced up from his plate. His brow creased slightly from slight confusion and some surprise.


    “You remembered?” Travis asked me, then he turned and looked at his sister. “Did you tell him?”


    “No,” Jill answered.


    Of course I remembered. The memories from fourteen years of solid friendship doesn’t disappear within a span of five years. I recalled going out to concerts and bars every year on this day. This was the first time in six years that I was around to wish him a happy birthday.


    “You damn bloke, of course I remembered. Are you doing anything today?” I looked between Travis and Jill.


    Travis adjusted the frames on his face. “I don’t care to celebrate my birthday. I’m not a damn five-year-old, but if you all insist, the family is coming over later for a get-together.” He grabbed a piece of toast and bit into it with a slight grin.


    We sat at the tiny round table in the kitchenette and talked while we ate our food. I observed the witty banter between Travis and Jillian, how they teased one another. Their relationship had changed, and it was refreshing to be around real, uninhibited people.


    The last five weeks consisted of nothing but lawyers, legal matters and corporate agenda. Everyone was in a frenzy as I gradually worked with various department heads at J.A. Woodward and Company. After numerous meetings with my father’s financial advisors, it became painfully clear that serious changes needed to be made.


    I continued listening to Travis and his sister tease one another. It was the most entertainment I’d witnessed in a long while. I smirked to myself as I listened quietly. While my friendship with Travis was still not the same it had been years ago, we are working to mend that severed bond. His trusting me with his little sister is an honor in itself, and I will not take that trust lightly.


    


    ****


    


    Later that evening I was sitting in the living room of the large farm house. Jillian’s family asked me questions about business in London and I answered to the best of my ability without giving too much personal information. It was comforting that they didn’t press for more information. Instead, Jillian’s mother decided to embarrass the shit out of her by bringing out the old photo albums.


    


    “Oh, and here is Jillian on her first day of preschool. Oh look how little you were, Travis.” Their mother awed as she flipped through photos. “Those glasses were so big on your face…”


    I scanned the photos that Mrs. Pryor seemed to be displaying just for my benefit. I couldn’t recall if my parents had photographs like this of my sister and I. I assumed they didn’t, unless our governess had taken candid photos during our family outings. A small part of me did feel envious that their family was so tightly knit, while mine was cold, abusive and neglectful. Everything my family did together was for the direct purpose of public relations. My parents presented the image of a perfect marriage, and a perfect family. I don’t need to delve into the truth behind their public lie.


    My family was disconnected during my childhood. While growing up, I didn’t understand what it meant to have the support system that Travis and Jillian were raised in. Of course, I always longed for it, but that was nothing more than a fairytale that I quickly came to dismiss… until I fell in love with Jillian. She opened my eyes in a way that no one else has…


    


    “... Oh, and here’s another one of Jillian. She was so tiny. We used to call her peanut.”


    I threw my head back and laughed, especially after witnessing the wide-eyes of Jillian when her mother said this.


    “Mom!” Jillian sighed. She and and her brother appeared embarrassed.


    “I really want cake.” Travis added in an effort to change the subject.


    I suppressed an amused laugh, and the temptation to tease my Jilly Bean mercilessly. Mrs. Pryor became distracted with the idea of bringing out the cake which Jillian baked, and the rest of the family filed into the kitchen.


    For a fleeting moment, were left alone in the livingroom. I grasped her hand and leaned in toward her ear. She was so warm and flushed from some of the more embarrassing photos her mother had just put on display.


    “I really like your family,” I whispered softly to her.


    It’s true. I’d never felt so comfortable around a group of people before.


    Her lips curled into a soft smile and she inclined her head towards my face. “They will be your family, too, very soon.” She squeezed my hand firmly. “Actually, they are already.”


    I was once callous to the idea of family, but her words warmed me, and I gripped her thigh firmly when nobody was watching. “I think I could get used to that.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    5. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    Mason and I returned to Manhattan on Wednesday, and it was already Friday. I waltzed through the thick glass doors of Mason’s hotel and walked with a spring in my step across the ornate marble of the lobby floor. It felt good to be back in the city. Piper was so eager to hand over the receptionist position and I was on my way up to the penthouse after finishing my first day of work.


    “Hello, Gus!” I greeted the hotel’s concierge. He gave me a friendly smile as I crossed the lobby, headed toward the elevator.


    “Good afternoon, Ms. Pryor.”


    I opened my mouth to ask Gus how his day had been, but a young man at the front desk interrupted my thought.


    “Erm, Ms. Pryor?”


    I turned slowly. The front desk never bothered to give me more than a greeting before today.


    “A message arrived for you just an hour ago.” The young man mentioned as he displayed a crisp envelope.


    I turned to look at Gus with a questioning expression, but the older man simply shrugged his shoulders. I took a few steps and approached the front desk and retrieved the white envelope and opened it.


    A rectangular, cream colored card greeted my fingertips and the message was written in burgundy ink, in Mason’s own script.


    


    I am going to pick you up at seven tonight. Wear something nice.


    


    I couldn’t help but smile, despite the strong sense of deja vu that washed over me.


    


    “This is also for you.” The young man at the front desk produced a thin, rectangular white box.


    I felt my cheeks flame pink, convinced the contents within the box was something very naughty.


    “Thank you,” I murmured and spun on my heels. I made a beeline for the elevator, boiling over with curiosity.


    I found the penthouse to be empty; Mrs. O’Malley was probably out running errands, so I retreated into the privacy of our bedroom to open the box.


    I took another look at the card. His name wasn’t signed to it, but I recognized the handwriting.


    


    I sucked in a deep breath as I read over the message again. Why did this feel so familiar? My heart continued fluttering in my chest and my imagination was beginning to run wild with possibilities. What did he have planned? Where was he taking me? What has he picked out?


    


    I lifted the lid of the white box, expecting to find a sinful pair of lingerie, but instead my mouth dropped open at what was laid on the bed of white tissue paper.


    I inhaled deeply as I held up the exquisite black cocktail dress. I held it against my frame as I stared at my reflection from where I stood, across the room.


    “Oh my God,” I breathed.


    Immediately, with jittery fingers, I grabbed my cell phone from my bag and sent Mason a text message.


    


    Where are you taking me?


    His answer was instant: It’s a surprise. ;)


    


    The deja vu was even stronger now and I contemplated why this all felt so familiar. I kept the gorgeous Dior dress held up while I admired its classic style in the mirror. I bit my lower lip, brimming with excitement. My heart was full to bursting. The dress was perfect as I tried it on, and I studied myself in the mirror. My Mason picked something perfect. I confess I was shocked that he chose a dress, and not something naughty. My anticipation for the evening was torment, in a very good way. I thought of all the luxurious restaurants I knew about in the city, and wondered if we were going to dine at any of them. I considered whether we would be spending an evening on his yacht, but the evening air was very brisk for this time of year. My mind spun with ideas and theories as I prepared for our evening. He obviously went through great lengths to make this night very special, and I would do everything I could to return the gesture.


    I opened my lingerie drawer and studied it. My fiance had developed a very bad habit of tearing panties from my body. Since we were separated for a month, I’ve been able to rebuild my collection. I gently rummaged through my collection, carefully considering what I should wear beneath this gorgeous dress he secretly chose for me. Buried beneath a few pieces, I found a set that I had purchased a while ago. The tags were still on them, and I sucked on my lower lip as a thought crossed my mind. My heart did another fluttering palpitation in my chest as a fresh burst of excitement charged through my veins.


    In the past, Mason has implied his opinion about boyshorts. I love them and I think they’re comfortable. He has always had very particular tastes when it comes to lingerie and he has made it clear that he thinks boyshorts are not sexy. Perhaps tonight, I can prove otherwise. As I stared at the sheer black lace in my hands, and Mason’s possible plans for us, I felt myself grow wet.


    I showered and played soft music as I prepared for whatever he had planned for us. I cut the tags on the sheer black lace and gently eased them up my smooth thighs. I admired the way the sheer black lace hugged my curves, with criss-cross detail that laced over my hips. I paired it with a matching coquette lace bra that dipped low, and enhanced my cleavage. The dress was a perfect fit; it was as though he’d given the dressmaker my personal measurements and had everything custom made. I’ve never been so vain, but I viewed my reflection in the mirror for a moment before I applied some mascara and lipgloss. I didn’t want to use too much makeup, but I did apply a light layer of lip gloss. I knew he’d be kissing it off my lips before we left the penthouse. The excitement and anticipation was growing with every passing minute. I took a wide barrel curling iron to my wild waves in an effort to tame the mass.


    Just as I was finishing, my phone rang and I grabbed it off the nightstand. It was Elyse and with a stupid grin on my face, I answered.


    “Hey chica, I’m on break.” Elyse stated as soon as I answered.


    “Hi! You’ll never guess what happened.” I felt my face flush crimson from the need to gush about Mason’s super secret plans.


    Elyse laughed. “I was just going to ask if you have plans tonight, but spill.”


    “I actually do have plans. Well, Mason made plans. He’s keeping everything a secret.”


    “Oh, intriguing. Tell me more. I have maybe three minutes left before I have to get back to work.”


    “I got home from work and there was a white box with a message. He bought me a perfect dress and said he is going to pick me up at seven, but he won’t tell me what we are doing.” I clutched my phone as I continued to grin like a foolish girl.


    “That’s so sweet. Does he have a brother?” She joked.


    “No, but he does have a cousin.”


    “That’s hilarious,” Elyse retorted drily. “But no. Just no.”


    I never understood her problem with Jackson. Sure, there was that strange moment with that waitress on the night of his club opening, but he has always been so kind and considerate. He’s at times a little aloof and enigmatic but I can’t hold that against him.


    “I don’t understand why you-” I began, but Elyse interrupted me.


    “Shit. My time is up. Call me with all the details tomorrow or I’ll harass the shit out of you.” She teased with a hurried pace in her voice. “I’m just kidding. Actually, I’m not. I have to go though.” She ended the call as I heard her supervisor snapping her name in the background.


    I had twenty minutes left to get ready, and I smiled when Elyse snuck an added text message when her supervisor wasn’t watching.


    Elyse: Details, woman!


    I laughed as I read the message and then I did something I had never done before because I used to be too insecure: I snapped a cell phone picture of myself and sent it to Elyse.


    Her reaction was priceless. My phone chimed almost instantly.


    Elyse: !!


    Elyse: love the dress! Call me tomorrow!


    


    ~~~~


    


    As he promised, Mason arrived in the foyer of his penthouse promptly at seven that evening. I had just slipped the red Louboutins on my feet when the elevator chimed, signaling his arrival. I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror one last time and took a deep breath. I had attempted to tame my waves with a curling iron and the red lip gloss matched the color of my heels. When I looked at myself, I didn’t see hips that were too round or imperfections of my body. I felt stunning, loved, and my heart fluttered within my ribcage as I wondered what surprise Mason had planned for us.


    I left the bedroom and found him standing in the foyer. My steps slowed to a pause when I saw him standing there.


    Is this man really mine?


    I blinked as I did a double-take. He must have gotten ready at the office because there wasn’t a single wrinkle in that suit. He stood just outside the elevator, wearing an Italian black suit and a matching tie. It complimented his thick, raven colored hair and his face was cleanly shaven. The crisp white button down beneath his black suit jacket contrasted beautifully with his olive complexion. If my heart was palpitating earlier, it was now doing somersaults within my chest. I drank in the sight of him, feeling the black lace beneath my dress already become damp. I took a deep breath as a last effort to calm my growing need for this incredible, beautiful man.


    


    His wolfish grin was enough to create a dull ache between my thighs … and he held a huge bouquet of roses, lilies, lisianthus, and sweet pea as he waited for me.


    Wow.


    “Hello gorgeous,” his grin never ceased. His light brown eyes raked over every curve of my body. He was blatant in his admiration and took several moments to admire me in the dress he chose. I watched his eyes travel up my bare legs, up the curve of my hips, and settle on the low dip of my cleavage. His eyes flared ravenously as he lustfully appreciated the way the dress dipped, and accentuated my breasts.


    


    With another smile, he held the flowers out to me. With a deep blush, I took the bouquet from his hand, overcome by his presence, and the gigantic display of flowers. The sense of deja vu never left me.


    His gaze on me was hungry, but his eyes glittered with such tenderness and devotion. He took the flowers from my hands, set them on the marble table in the foyer, and gripped my arms tightly. The fresh, clean scent of his cologne enveloped my senses. His lips met mine in a fierce, searing kiss. It was enough to suck the breath from my lungs as he held my body tightly against his muscled frame. His embrace was all-consuming. His teeth nibbled on my top lip, then tugged on my lower lip. His tongue entered my mouth with such command, but I couldn’t resist sucking. My tongue caressed his as I sucked on it. He responded with a sharp hiss, and after several moments, he gently pulled away.


    “Bloody hell, Jillian.” His breathing became ragged. “If you keep that up, we won’t make it out the door.”


    I looked up at him and batted my lashes with an impish smile. “I just wanted to give you a taste of what I can do to your cock.”


    His sucked in a sharp breath from shock, and approval at my choice of wording. “Why, Ms. Pryor… I know very well what you can do to my cock.” His eyes glimmered darkly. I noted how the pulse in his neck hammered away, indicating that he was close to losing his control and-


    “Come along, before I botch my plans and pin you down on the closest surface available.” He gently grabbed my arm and hurriedly guided me through the door of the penthouse.


    With each step, I felt the deja vu grow stronger. The entire scene reminded me strongly of Mason’s first attempt at an outing. I was still confined to the terms of his contract at the time. His text message, my black Dior dress, the bouquet of flowers... Everything about this evening reminded me of that evening, that dreadful evening. I don’t think about that night, and we don’t talk about it. That night was less than a year ago, but it still feels like another lifetime.


    When we arrived at the curb, Mason’s silver Benz was waiting and Rick was nowhere in sight. I looked up at him with a questioning expression as he opened the car door for me, and he only smirked. This is all strangely identical…


    


    Our trip to Madison Avenue was silent, aside from Mason’s occasional cursing under his breath. He rarely drove in the city, and the Manhattan traffic tested his patience. With each fancy restaurant that we neared, I wondered if this was the special destination. But still, he continued driving. After we passed the third possible destination, the curiosity was killing me.


    


    When he pulled up to the curbside service in front of Carlito’s, my heart did a double leap within my chest. The crimson color was displayed on my face and indicated all of my emotions.


    “What is this?” I blurted stupidly as he opened the door for me.


    “This is a restaurant.” He answered simply and I wanted to kiss that grin off his face.


    “You know what I mean,” I answered, nearly breathless.


    


    I never mentioned this to Mason, but I hated the memory of Carlito’s. I had been so crushed that night when he brought me here; I was so sure he was going to ask me to be his girlfriend, and instead he proposed that we extend the terms of the contract, claiming he didn’t do relationships. He tried to bribe me with a fancy, meaningless bracelet. I was frustrated and angry, and wished I had been more assertive in what I wanted at the time. He ended that evening getting drunk in his study, while I cried myself to sleep. But like I said, that was another lifetime, with a different man.


    “Are you ready?” Mason’s grin snapped me from my thoughts. He seemed unusually excited as he smoothly caressed my back.


    I nodded and then gave a smile. With his hand on my lower back, he guided me into the exclusive and luxurious restaurant, and we were immediately seated at the same table as we were the last time. I wanted to push the memories of our first date night as far away from my mind as possible.


    I looked around at the elite patrons, and then turned back to Mason. His large hands reached across the table and cupped over my small hands. His eyes remained hungry as he stared at me from across the table. An energy radiated through my fingertips from his touch, and traveled down my spine, straight to the area between my thighs. I fidgeted slightly in my chair.


    I smiled with a flame to my cheeks. I was pretty sure I knew what he was doing…


    He ordered a bottle of white wine, of which I cannot pronounce, but this time it sounded vaguely familiar and I assumed it was the same type of wine he ordered the last time.


    


    I glanced at the menu, which was all written in Italian. The menu options were not explained in English so I asked him to clarify the menu.


    “What are you in the mood for?” He finally asked. “Did you like the entree you chose the last time?” I didn’t want to think about our first date, which was in this very restaurant.


    The pasta I selected that evening was delicious, but I barely remembered how it tasted, because I left the restaurant so upset.


    Mason looked at me keenly. “Would you like to try it again?” He asked this just as the waiter returned to take our orders. The wine was poured into crystal glasses and the menu specials were recited.


    “We’ll both have the Strangozzi al Tartufo Nero, with a side of breadsticks.”


    “Very good, sir.” The waiter nodded and then left our table.


    I sipped from the wine glass, but Mason seemed too fixated on me to enjoy his wine. He looked at me somewhat nervously, and with concern in his eyes.


    A soft Italian melody floated through the cozy, dimly lit dining room. The tables were spaced out appropriately so that each couple dining received a fair level of privacy in such a romantic setting. The three candles on our table were ruby in color and added to the delicate ambience of the evening romance. A gorgeous view of Madison Square Gardens was just below us, and the city lights added sparkle to the scene.


    I took another sip of wine, and Mason’s hands returned to their position over mine on the table. They were warm and strong over my cool fingertips.


    “What are you thinking?” He asked in a low tone. This was more of a command than a request.


    I smiled and dipped my gaze ever so slightly.


    “Jillian.”


    “I’m just thinking…” I lifted my eyes to meet his. “I was just wondering why you chose this restaurant, of all the dining places in New York City?”


    There was not an ounce of complaint in my question. I was purely curious. There are so many luxurious, beautiful places to eat in this city, but he brought us back to a place that holds negative memories. Why?


    


    Mason exhaled, and his brow furrowed into a trace of a frown. “I brought you here because you deserve better than that night.”


    Oh. I felt my face flame hot. Thoughts whirled around in my mind, but I listened as he continued. His hands never left mine, and his gaze never left mine as he spoke.


    “I was a bloody fool for ending the evening the way I did. That evening, I brought you here with the idea of trying a relationship. But I got cold feet at the last minute. There is a light about you, and I was terrified. I opted for the safe route- avoidance.”


    I pursed my lips as he explained the disaster of our first date.


    “While I was in London, I struggled with sleep. I thought about that night many times and I have known for a while that I wanted to make that up to you. I won’t have our first real date stained with that memory forever.”


    I was left speechless for a few minutes as our gazes remained locked. “You are trying to do our first date over?” A small smile curled up my lips.


    “Yes, as it should have gone, as I had originally planned it.”


    A slight smirk was on his handsome face. “I know I’ve done things backwards. We’re already engaged, and here I am, trying to redo our first night out. As I like to say, ‘better late than never.’”


    I snickered. “You don’t ever say that. You hate tardiness.”


    Mason laughed, and it was enough to catch the attention of a few nearby patrons. We glanced toward their smug, dirty expressions, and then returned our focus to each other.


    He lifted a single black eyebrow, and his gaze turned wolfish. “So there you have it, darling.”


    His words touched me. I know he loves me, and it was a struggle tearing down the walls he’d placed around his heart. But hearing him say this… I melted.


    “I’m not good at this romance fluff, but..” he reached into the inside pocket of his black suit jacket and produced a navy square box.


    More jewelry? I remembered the dazzling bracelet he tried to give me during our first time here. I sucked on my lower lip as I lifted the lid of the box. Nestled inside, on a bed of blue velvet, was a tiny pair of white gold keys. They were very tiny, perhaps no bigger than the nail of my thumb. They resembled the keys Mason had given me, the ones that unlocked the door to his third floor on West 87th Street. I looked up at him with a question on my face, but I couldn’t help but smile.


    His grin was flawless as he took the box from my hand. “You hold all the keys, my love.”


    For a man who claimed he didn’t do romance fluff very well, he deserved a standing ovation. I was absolutely speechless, and I watched him take the key charms from the box and delicately secure them on the white gold bracelet that held our initials. He turned my wrist upright, and never removed his eyes from mine as he planted a soft, sensuous kiss on the skin of my palm. Heat coiled within my core, and tingles traveled through the nerve endings in my body. The dull ache beneath my very damp panties was increasing to a throb by this point.


    Our food arrived, but it didn’t break the intense sexual energy between us. Our glasses were refilled with wine before the waiter was dismissed, and we ate in silence. The pasta was absolutely delicious, but I wasn’t hungry for food…


    “You better eat. You’re going to need your energy.” The look in Mason’s eyes was positively feral. He never removed his eyes from mine, even as he sipped from his wine glass.


    I felt the breath escape my lungs from that simple statement. “What do you have planned?”


    His lips quirked into a grin. “You’ll see.”


    


    


    Our meal ended, and with each passing minute, I felt the sexual energy increase between us. Mason was quiet behind the wheel, and from the passenger seat, I could see the knot return in his jaw. The lights of the city illuminated the inside of the car and I could see how he clenched the steering wheel. His knuckles were white. There are only two times when this man has that knot in his jaw, and white knuckles. Either he was angry about something, or he was anxious to have me bent over a surface. I’m thinking it’s the latter. I thought this quietly to myself, and I couldn’t resist reaching my hand over. My fingers gripped his muscular thigh and I reveled in how the knot in his jaw tightened more. It was like pushing a button. My hand crept further, teasing, taunting. I ran my tongue over my lips as I tried to play coy. His brow lifted and his nostrils flared as he tried to remain controlled behind the wheel. Ever so slowly, I trailed my fingers from his thigh over to the restrained bulge in his expensive black slacks.


    Just as my fingers brushed over his growing erection, he grabbed my hand in one swift movement. His fingers wrapped around my wrist and he held it mid-air.


    “What do you think you’re doing, darling?” He asked with authority in his tone.


    “I want to play,” I answered sweetly.


    “You’re playing with fire, sweetheart.” His eyes blazed as he flipped on the right blinker and eventually made a turn.


    “Whatever do you mean?” I feigned innocence.


    “You know exactly what I mean, and if you continue this behavior, I’m going to have to botch my plans for the evening.”


    I was intrigued, and my hand wavered. He had already let my hand go, and I debated whether I wanted to continue my devilish game, or see what else he originally had planned for us.


    Time’s up. Mason was absolutely silent as he pulled to a stop in front of his apartment on West 87th Street.


    He shut off the engine, and wasted no time in exiting the car. With a giant stride in his step, he rounded the vehicle and opened the door for me.


    He took my hand, and guided me up the steps to the brownstone building. There was a fierceness in his grip on my hand, and in the wild gaze he gave me. It was enough to cause a flutter in my stomach.


    The automatic lights flicked on as we entered the front hall.


    “I had a very romantic evening planned for us, but due to your behavior in the car, I will have to … improvise a bit.”


    I pursed my lips as he took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and forced my gaze upon his. There was an intense hunger in his eyes. His expression alone commanded an answer.


    “Yes, sir.” I breathed as ripples of pleasurable anticipation flowed through my nerves.


    “Good girl. Now, go upstairs and wait for me. Hands behind your back, knelt over the foot of the bed.”


    “Yes, sir.” I answered immediately, and his eyes glinted with approval. His dominant demeanor had returned, and my panties were already soaked.


    I ascended the wooden steps up to the third floor and retrieved the overly fancy keychain from my clutch. My hands trembled slightly from the adrenaline that coursed through my veins. I managed to slip the key into the knob and the door opened without a single sound. I flipped on the light. I’ve been in this room quite a few times, and I’m still breathless every time I enter. It’s been weeks since I have been here, though. My eyes absorbed the view. Mason wasted no expense when designing the floor of this apartment. I noticed a large, full-length mirror now took up one side of the wall adjacent to the bed. I sucked in a sharp breath as I envisioned the purpose of this large mirror.


    I remembered his instructions and I positioned myself over the foot of the bed. I considered whether I should remove my dress, but he said nothing about the dress and he is usually very precise in his orders. I kept myself fully clothed and remained in position. I clasped my hands over my back as he instructed. I hoped he wouldn’t take too long, because this could become uncomfortable…


    The wait is always a delicious torment. I have learned that it is intertwined with the anticipation, which fuels the arousal. Ten minutes passed. I did my best to keep my hands behind my back, but I had to give my arms a rest after a while.


    I heard his hand on the knob, and I immediately placed my arms over my back. He entered, and I heard his footsteps across the room. He set something down on a table near the bed, but my face was angled away from him, and I was so curious what he brought with him.


    His masculine, clean scent overwhelmed me as he approached me from behind. He didn’t make a single sound but I felt his legs press against my backside through the dress. Gently but firmly, he grasped my arms and positioned me to an upright position.


    


    “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” I felt his breath on the back of my neck. His mouth left a hot trail from my neck down to my shoulders. My nerves were on fire and the subtle ripple of a zipper greeted my ears as he began unfastening my dress.


    “I’m going to unwrap you from this dress.” The statement was so simple, but the seductive tone in his voice caused my breathing to falter. The dress pooled around my red heels, and I heard the sharp intake of breath when he saw my choice of lingerie.


    “Fuck,” his whisper was harsh and ragged. A fistful of my hair was wrapped around his hand and he pulled my head back to meet against his solid chest. His fingers grazed the skin around my waistline, leaving a trail of heat. He explored the criss-cross of silk that laced up my hips, and then he suddenly bent me over the bed again.


    The tips of his fingers raked along the inside seam of my waistline, down to the inner seam between my thighs. My breath was a shudder again.


    “I tried so hard to make this evening sensual and romantic- but you make it so goddamn hard. When I see you like this, all I want to do is fuck you.” His fingers scraped down my back, leaving a red trail in their wake.


    His hand grabbed a single cheek of my ass in one firm grip. Then he lifted his hand, and brought it down on my ass. A gasp escaped my lips from the impact.


    He rubbed the cheek, and then his hand rang down on my other side. I let out a whimper. He gripped one globe and I knew he’d be leaving prints there the next day.


    “That was a dangerous game you played in the car earlier, tormenting my cock while I was driving.” Another handprint greeted my backside. I wriggled my ass, knowing it would tease him more. He grunted in response, purely frustrated.


    Without a word, he curled his fingers around the lace of my boyshorts and pulled them down my legs. I stepped out of them, and moved to step out of my heels, but his hand on my lower back stilled me.


    “No. Keep those on.” His tone was low, almost a growl. His fingers worked expertly to unfasten the hook of my bra and he flung it across the bed. His hands wasted no time as he kneaded my breasts, one in each hand.


    “Fuck I love your tits. They’re perfect. Gorgeous.” Now his voice was a furious growl in my ear, and I whimpered when he pulled on the stiff peaks.


    He walked me over to the metal beam that was secured into the ceiling. I remembered this contraption. Mason used this the first night he brought me up to this floor. He had so much pent-up frustration that night and he used me as an outlet.


    I watched him retrieve the item he had set on the table when he first entered: brand new leather cuffs. He must have had them made just for me. The interior of each cuff was lined with soft burgundy velvet. Gently, but firmly, he took my wrists and secured the cuffs around each wrist before he attached the chains to the steel beam above my head. My arms were raised above my head and the metal grid slid until it was locked in place.


    Mason’s eyes were intense and lustful as he raked his gaze over every curve of my body. And yet, there was an expression of unwavering devotion and tenderness behind his eyes.


    His gaze never left my body as he slowly pulled the black suit jacket from his shoulders. He watched my face as he loosened his tie and one by one, unfastened the buttons of his silk shirt. The entire display was much too slow for my tastes, but this was a deliberate move on his part.


    I heard the buckle of his belt as he unfastened it and tossed it aside. His lips twitched into a slight smile when he caught my gaze heading south. He pulled the zipper of his pants, and within moments, they were in a pile on the floor. His cock was thick, long and hard for me. He wrapped a hand around his length and slowly began fisting up and down.


    I bit my lower lip, unable to contain myself.


    “Is this what you want?” He asked with gravel in his voice.


    “Yes, please… sir.” Being cuffed like this, I was completely at his mercy now.


    He took two swift strides forward and stood before me. Without a word, he knelt down and began kissing up the inside of my thighs. My breathing picked up as he neared my aching, swollen clit.


    When his tongue caressed my clit, a soft moan escaped my lips. My head fell back but he relentlessly continued kissing me down there. His tongue swirled around my wet heat, and then his hands gripped my hips. With each passing minute, the sensuous act became more carnal. His tongue massaged my clit with confidence, and he sucked and nipped in just the right spot.


    “Mason, Oh God. Mason…” I gasped and moaned as he kept my legs parted. He didn’t acknowledge my unfinished pleas, but my cries fueled his hunger further. He showed me no mercy as he devoured me, and he didn’t even use his fingers this time.


    I gave in to the ecstasy, and climaxed around his mouth. My body shuddered as I released and he continued licking and sucking at my hyper-sensitive folds. His fingers dug into the skin on my hips and then he finally looked up and straightened.


    I was breathless and flushed crimson. His mouth met my neck and he planted lush kisses along the skin, ranging from my collar bone up to my earlobe. Finally, his lips met mine with a scorching kiss and I tasted myself on him. He kept his lips on mine, claiming my mouth and my tongue while his other hand gripped a fistful of my hair. His hands raked down my back and gripped my ass.


    “Look over there,” He gestured after drawing his mouth away from mine. I looked in the direction of his pointed finger and remembered the large mirror display. “I want you to watch.”


    Oh. My. God…


    With his hands still gripping my ass, he hoisted me up and impaled me with one swift, expert motion. I cried out as his length pushed through my tightness. I threw my head back from the pleasure, and he sucked in a sharp breath of air, and he didn’t relent.


    “Watch, Jillian. Watch us make love. Watch how I fuck, how I claim every inch of this pussy. It’s mine.” His voice was hoarse as he continued thrusting in and out. The slap of our skin making impact greeted my ears. I was unable to speak, or say anything coherent as the pleasure consumed every fiber of my being. My toes curled within the red heels. When I wrapped my legs around his body, his tempo picked up. He rocked in and out, hitting me in just the right spot…


    At his command, I watched us in the mirror. I watched how he took me, claimed me and made me feel alive. It will be forever engraved into my memory.


    I couldn’t contain myself, and another powerful orgasm quickly ripped through me. I moaned, crying out his name. Within seconds, he grunted and groaned; his nails dug into the globes of my ass as he gripped me harder, releasing deeply inside me.


    


    Once he calmed, he released my wrists from the leather binding. He tenderly rubbed each wrist, then kissed our initials.


    “Are you alright?” He asked softly.


    “Yes,” I nodded with a whisper. His kiss was passionate as he massaged my arms. Then he scooped me up, and carried me to the bed.


    “I’ll give you time to rest, but I’m not quite finished with you.” He whispered this as his arms wrapped around my body. His teeth gently pulled on my ear.


    I giggled softly and rolled over to face him. His arm remained around me, and he had a grin on his face.


    “Did you enjoy the evening so far?” He asked as I faced him.


    “Yes, so much.” My body was satiated, but my face wouldn't stop hurting from my incessant beaming. I ran my fingers down his chest and then kissed his lips deeply. After several minutes, I pulled away.


    With a bit of hesitation in my voice, I had to ask the question. “Are you trying to replay certain events in our relationship?”


    “Perhaps, or perhaps I am simply giving you what you deserved all the while.” His expression was serious and a pause of silence followed.


    “You don’t have to do that, you know.” I finally spoke, breaking the ice.


    “You do enjoy it though, don’t you?” He asked with a slight smile.


    “All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t continue to feel bad about…” my voice trailed as I tried to find the right words.


    “I shouldn’t feel bad about being an arrogant, heartless prick?” His tone was somewhat sharp, although I knew it wasn’t directed at me. He directed that toward himself.


    “That man was never you. The real Mason Woodward was hiding behind him, and you’ve returned.”


    “Sweetheart, I can only endeavor to deserve you. Now, tell me you didn’t enjoy tonight.”


    “I can’t tell you that, because I am enjoying every bit of it.” I grinned. I raked my hands along the sides of his biceps and his chest.


    “Good, precisely what I want to hear. Now, I’m ten seconds away from burying my cock in that sweet, tight pussy. I need to have you again.”


    With those words, he rolled over on top of me, and parted my lips with his tongue. His body parted my thighs, and I was ready for more…


    


    

  


  
    



    


    6. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    “Oh shit, that’s so sweet!” Elyse grinned from ear to ear while I told her most of the details of the date Mason had planned for us the night before.


    She hung on every word as I told her about the flowers¸ our dinner at Carlito’s and the sweet key charm he added to my bracelet. I didn’t give her details about what happened after the restaurant.


    “Your life is like a real fairy tale, you know that?” She breathed a sigh. “God, I’d love to find a man like that.”


    “It wasn’t always like that, Ly.” I gave her a knowing look, and our conversation was briefly put on pause when the waiter in the local cafe handed me the bill for our meals. I decided we needed to have a lunch date at the local cafe down the street from Mason’s hotel, and I needed her opinion on wedding dresses. I was absolutely clueless when it came to bridal fashion. There was a bridal boutique around the corner which had excellent reviews online.


    Elyse was quiet, and her smile disappeared as she watched me sign my signature on the line.


    “I know,” she finally answered softly.


    Once the bill was cleared, we stood and exited the cafe. The walk to the boutique was a short one, and I was really hoping Elyse could help me choose a few dress options. I had a style in mind and I hoped she could give me some opinions.


    The sidewalk on Fifth Avenue was bustling on this Saturday afternoon. Elyse glanced around and then leaned in and whispered as we walked. “I still love to live vicariously through you!”


    I smiled and rolled my eyes as we continued down the smooth pavement. “You can have that too! Jackson really likes you!” I turned and looked at her directly with a huge smile on my face.


    Elyse looked around quickly, and she frowned. “Don’t say that. No, I don’t. It’s not like that.”


    I gave her a funny expression as I opened the glass door to the fancy boutique.


    “Then what’s it like?” I asked. She responded with a slightly annoyed look, so I pressed further.


    “Come on, Ly. You never talk about it. I see the way he looks at you.”


    She pursed her lips as we looked around the boutique. Everything was so white, crisp and so polished, so sparkling and immaculate. A tiny bell gave a single jingle as we stepped into the store. The women in the storefront stopped to size us up and down, and their gaze zeroed in on Elyse. The corners of their painted lips curved downward in disapproval as they skimmed my friend from top to bottom. Elyse met the woman with a cool stare.


    


    “May I help you?” The woman in front approached us, and cast Elyse a another wary look, before she turned her gaze directly to me. This boutique was way too rich for my blood, and I could tell by the way these sales associates were assessing Elyse, that we were in the wrong place.


    “We’re looking for wedding gowns,” Elyse spoke up. “Do you have an ivory silk design with a lace overlay? We’re looking for something that is classic and timeless.” Elyse knew exactly what I was looking for, and I couldn’t help but smile at my friend.


    The sales associates exchanged glances between one another. “We do, but I’m afraid it is out of your budget. You can try Melissa’s Bridal in SoHo. I can give you the address.”


    “Pause a second,” Elyse held up one finger and nearly cut the woman off. “This isn’t for me. This is for my friend.” She had that confrontational look in her eyes. This wasn’t good. Her hand was already positioned on her hip.


    “Oh, I’m sorry, who is your friend?” The lead sales associate looked at me.


    “My name is Jillian Pryor, I’m the one looking for wedding gowns.” I placed my hand on Elyse’s arm as a silent request for her to relax.


    “Oh, Jillian Pryor!” The sales associate smiled as she recognized my name. She obviously knew about my fiancee’. Everyone in Manhattan knew about Mason Woodward.


    “How can I help you, Ms. Jillian?” The woman’s smile suddenly broadened.


    “You can’t. Apparently, this is all out of my price range.” I shrugged, feigning disappointment. There was no way in hell I was going to give these women any business after this display.


    “Oh, no dear. That was a mistake. I’ll have Delores here set you up with a fitting.”


    “What design were you looking for, again?”


    “I’m looking for a design that’s within my budget. I apologize for the intrusion.”


    The bell chimed as I opened the polished, glass door for Elyse. We left the shop, leaving the associates dumbfounded.


    


    When we stepped onto the smooth sidewalk again, we both inhaled.


    “Oh wow. I wanted to rip her a new one and show her what’s up,” Elyse commented as we continued walking.


    We both suddenly burst into a fit of laughter at the thought of the stiff sales associates in that boutique.


    “Did you see her open-mouthed stare when we left the shop?” I laughed.


    Elyse only laughed more, and linked her arm around mine as we walked. “I hate this end of Manhattan.” She still laughed.


    “I think I’ll have Mason’s shopper, Amy, do some research on bridal boutiques and I’ll be better prepared next time,” I said once we had stopped laughing.


    “Good idea,” Elyse grinned. “That should teach you a lesson not to bring your scruffy friend into the Upper East Side.”


    “Elyse!” I admonished. “You’re not scruffy. You’re gorgeous and you know how to rock thrift store sales!”


    My friend only smiled as we continued down the sidewalk. We walked in silence and found ourselves in Central Park. The walk was quieter in the park, and a cool breeze whipped our hair as we rounded the pond.


    


    “So, what happened between you and Jackson? Why do you avoid him?” I finally asked.


    Elyse frowned, and rolled her eyes before she fixated her gaze on the small model ships and boats that decorated the pond. “Do we really need to talk about this?”


    “Yes. You say that you like to live vicariously through me but I’ve seen the way Jackson looks at you. It’s getting awkward when our friends meet together and you always have an excuse.”


    Elyse breathed deeply and then she turned to look at me. I could see a hint of longing behind the blue in her eyes.


    “I think you have this romanticized notion that Jackson looks at me with starry eyes. It’s not like that, J. I was tipsy at the Masquerade last spring, so my judgement was already off. And if I knew that it was Jackson Rochester behind the mask, I would have backed the fuck off in a heartbeat.”


    “What happened at the party?” I asked, noting the sadness in my friend’s voice as she reminisced quietly about that night. I suddenly felt alarmed, wondering what actually happened between them.


    “What happened?” I asked in a hushed voice. I was dreading the answer, but I needed to know.


    “We danced on the terrace of his mansion.” Elyse answered briskly. I waited for her to explain more, but she stopped with that brief sentence.


    I blinked. I’m sorry… am I missing something?


    “You danced, and…?” I prompted.


    “That’s all,” she answered.


    I was scratching my head at this point. “He didn’t try anything, did he?”


    “No,” Elyse answered. “We danced, and we flirted. He wore his mask so I didn’t know it was Jackson.”


    “What do you have against Jackson?” I asked with a frown.


    Elyse was quiet for several moments and she turned her gaze away from me. “He was interviewed for Forbes Forty under Forty. He claimed he gets bored very easily.”


    Elyse’s eyes suddenly looked at me, cold as ice. “He doesn’t look at me romantically, Jill. He looks at me like I’m another conquest, a challenge- something to take the edge off his boredom.”


    “Ly, you can’t assume that he’s like those guys you met in college. He wouldn’t do that to you. It’s unfair to give him that type of label,” my voice was gentle and I placed my hand on her arm.


    She lifted a single eyebrow in my direction. “Do you know where he was while you were in Ohio?”


    “No…”


    “He was in Malibu with Brazilian models. He forgot about his Maserati, which was left in valet for two days. Do you really think I’m his type? I mean look at me, and then take a look at him.” She was already getting fired up. “I’m nothing to him, and I don’t need that in my life. I just started college again. I have a new blog, and I got the mentorship at the Youth Center. He’ll crush me, and I feel like I’ve just gotten back on my feet.”


    I understood her reasoning, and nodded quietly. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”


    “Don’t be sorry. I was bound to mention it at some point. I think he’s hot as hell, but he’s like the tempting fruit. Once I have a taste- I just can’t. Too many people have burnt me in my life, and I’m doing really good now, J. I can’t let that get ruined.” She took in a deep breath, calming herself, and then she looked at me. “Look, let’s focus on your story. I don’t need to end up with Jackson in order for you to have your happily ever after. Life doesn’t work like that. I’m happy with my grades in school, my blog is taking off, and I’ve made a lot of progress with some of the kids at the youth center. It’s all good, okay?”


    I smiled and nodded in agreement. Elyse was right; she didn’t need any distractions or another broken heart. I didn’t know Jackson well enough to testify against the things she mentioned.


     We immediately found an ice cream cart and distracted ourselves with double scoops and the remainder of the afternoon was spent in the park, laughing at our inside jokes. She didn’t ask me for anymore details about the night before, and I didn’t mention Jackson again after that.


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    7. Mason Woodward


    


    


    


    Two weeks progressed. Jillian and I had comfortably returned to a new routine in Manhattan. She told me she wanted to start volunteering at the animal shelter and community center again, as she had when she was in high school. I was more than supportive of those ventures, even though I didn’t like the idea of her going into those neighborhoods.


    My days in the Financial District were brimming with meetings, conference calls, investors and lawyers as I still attempted to smooth company transitions from my place in Manhattan. It felt like a longshot, but I wanted everything to be smoothed over in time for our wedding day, which we had settled for the middle of April.


    


    It was a Saturday night when Jillian and I met with Piper and Jackson at O’Rourke’s Sports Pub.


    I observed how Jackson impatiently drummed his long fingers on the thick glass of his drink. He glanced around keenly.


    “Hey, I’m Anya.” Our waitress approached the booth. I recognized her as the same waitress we had the last time. Her thick, wavy chestnut hair was pulled into a high ponytail. The only reason I remembered this waitress was because she seemed so out of place the last time I saw her, and this evening was no different. The other waitresses sported an emerald green polo and black slacks or skirts.


    This girl wore a yellow t-shirt and black slacks. Leather and silver braided bangles decorated both arms up to her elbows. She piqued a manicured eyebrow as her intense light green eyes fixated on me. She gave me a snarky grin as she tapped her pen against her lips.


    “What will you have, mister?”


    


    


    We ordered drinks and appetizers and I wrapped my arm around Jillian’s shoulder as we sat in the booth. It was cozy in the booth. Her body radiated heat, and I pulled her closely against my body so it would be easier to whisper sinful thoughts into her ear.


    Suddenly Ian showed up.


    Fucking hell.


    He towered over the waitress and admired the view as he waited for her to move so he could slide into the booth. The waitress ignored him as she jotted down our orders.


    “Hey dollface.” Ian grinned as he stood behind the girl. She glanced up momentarily, but didn’t act phased by him.


    She stepped aside as she made a quick note on her pad, and he slid into the booth.


    “Do you need me to come back in a few minutes?” She asked Ian once he sat down beside Jackson.


    “What do you suggest, sweetpea?” He asked her with a suggestive tone.


    I rolled my eyes and Jackson visibly kicked him under the table.


    “I suggest you open that menu in front of you and have a look. I’ll be back.” She gave him a sweet smile and then left the booth.


    Jackson laughed, and Ian’s eyes glittered darkly. After a few minutes, he stood and left the booth. He was absent from our table for quite some time.


    “Is Elyse joining us tonight?” Jackson asked.


    “No, she has to work,” Jillian answered with a frown.


    Jackson raised an eyebrow at Jillian. “Doesn’t that coffee shop close at nine?”


    “Yeah…” Jillian answered hesitantly.


    “I’ll go pick her up and she won’t have to take the bus.” Jackson offered.


    Jillian retrieved her mobile and sent her friend a text message. A few minutes later, a chime signaled a response from Elyse.


    Jillian looked at Jackson with an uncomfortable frown. “She says she has a study session after work.”


    Jackson’s jaw was set grimly. “Alright. Fine.”


    I watched my fiance chew on her lower lip with a frown as she stared at the screen of her mobile. I involuntarily caught a glimpse of the text from Elyse on Jillian’s screen.


    Elyse: I can’t see him. Tell him I have a study session.


    


    Interesting.


    My own mobile vibrated in my pocket and I retrieved it. Ian’s name lit up the screen.


    I really hadn’t spoken with the bloke since I handled personal matters in my office many weeks ago, before my father died.


    What the fuck does he want?


    I read the message. It was brief and vague.


    


    Ian: Chat soon.


    I texted a response.


    Mason: About?


    Ian: I have information.


    Mason: 9 am tomorrow. My office.


    Ian: Friday 2 pm.


    Mason: Agreed.


    


    


    There was no other response from Ian, but I was focused on what sort of information he had, and about what? I was intrigued and also concerned… did this have to do with my father’s passing? My mind was reeling, thinking of possible scenarios he could want to discuss. I was at a loss. The man was frustratingly mysterious and aloof most of the time.


    Within five minutes, our waitress arrived at the table with our orders. Ian was right behind her. He was in the process of pocketing his mobile as he followed closely behind the waitress, who didn’t even seem bothered by his close proximity.


    “I’m sorry it took so long. The kitchen is packed this evening.” She apologized as she placed the orders on the table. Ian slid into the seat with a satisfied grin on his face. His hands were splayed on the table as he adjusted himself in the booth.


    The waitress firmly set the thick stein of Guinness down on Ian’s hand.


    “Fucking hell!” He roared as the ale sploshed on his fingers.


    “Oh, I’m so sorry. Your hand was in the way and I didn’t see it.” The lass held the faintest trace of a smirk on her lips, and her cheeks were only slightly flushed. She spoke the apology, but the words were clearly not genuine. She didn’t appear remotely embarrassed by her “mistake.”


    The rest of us were amused, especially Jackson, but Ian was not. We all knew that was not an accident. I’d have to remember to leave that girl a generous tip for her cheeky efforts.


    Still, despite the amusing display, I couldn’t take my mind off the text message from Ian. He knew something I didn’t, and that drove my thoughts insane. I was ready for Friday’s meeting, as long as the bastard didn’t show up late this time…


    “Are you alright?” Jillian asked me, leaning over and whispering softly.


    “I’m fine, darling, just exhausted from a hectic day.” I placed the mask on my face and smiled down at my love. I wasn’t ready to tell her everything just yet...


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    8. Jillian Pryor


    


    Seven years earlier…


    


    


    I was slightly horrified when Travis called me to tell me that he could not pick me up from my volunteer shift at the animal shelter just two blocks from our Brooklyn apartment. I was seventeen, and I was becoming painfully aware that I had a massive crush on Mason Woodward.


    “I have to stay late at the office,” Travis informed me as I scooped kibble into tin bowls inside the kennels.


    “Oh.” I bit my lower lip, as I tried to think of a second option. Even though our apartment was only two blocks around the corner, Travis prohibited me from walking home. Our neighborhood was not the worst, but it wasn’t the safest either.


    “I can try to get a ride home from one of the volunteers, or I can ask Vivian.” I offered.


    “No it’s cool, Jill. Mason already said he’ll pick you up.”


    “WHAT?!” I screeched, and the pitch was enough to alert some of the dogs in neighboring kennels. Most of them immediately began barking in response.


    I stepped away from the kennels so I could hear what my brother had to say. He has to be kidding. Please tell me this is a prank.


    My heart did double leaps within my chest as the horror filled my being. I thought about my appearance. My hair was pulled up into a loose, messy bun. I wore an oversized light blue shirt with the lettering PAW CONNECTION on the front. It was a rumpled mess, and I was absolutely positive that I smelled like kennel. At the very least, I smelled like wet dog. I had given three baths earlier that afternoon.


    Oh God. Oh God. My stomach churned.


    “Travis, it’s okay! Vivian is going to give me a ride home. She said she can give me a lift anytime I need one.” I spoke hurriedly.


    Please, please don’t do this to me.


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Jill. He’s probably already there. You’re done in ten minutes, right?”


    Usually, I was excited to see Mason. At the moment, my stomach felt sour as I thought about him witnessing my sweaty mess. I pressed my forehead against the wall, with the phone pressed to my ear.


    “Yeah…” I answered, feeling completely defeated.


    “I have to go. The sooner I finish these files, the sooner we can have dinner. I’ll bring home a pizza.”


    Travis ended the call, leaving me to my doom. I hurriedly finished feeding the dogs, and made sure they each had bowls of fresh water within their kennels. At this time of day, I only needed to feed them, and I was nearly finished when Travis called me. Vivian, the owner of the shelter, wouldn’t be leaving the building anytime soon so I didn’t need to worry about anything else.


    I had three minutes to spare, so I slipped into the cramped bathroom and glanced at my reflection in the mirror.


    Oh God.


    I was a disaster and the horror washed over me in fresh waves. In a frenzy, I grabbed a handful of paper towels and wiped my face. I pulled my hair out of the messy, frizzy bun and it fell around my shoulders like a lion’s mane. The glasses on my face did nothing to boost my confidence in my appearance. Hurriedly, I pulled my messy hair into a ponytail. I knew Mason was already parked in the front of the building, waiting for me.


    My heart thundered in my chest; I was already embarrassed. I envisioned him driving his latest, brand new flashy car. He liked driving much more back then. He seemed to have a new, different car every time I saw him. He was probably still in an expensive suit and tie, having just finished at the office. I suddenly became worried that I would scuff up the interior of his perfect car.


    


    “Hello Jilly Bean,” he grinned. He had been parked with the window rolled down. With a flush to my cheeks, I approached his spotless white Mercedes Benz Luxury Sedan, in the latest model. People on the streets stopped to gawk at his car as though they’d seen an alien from another planet.


    Tentatively, I opened the passenger side door and slid into the comfortable seat. I felt like I was soiling his immaculate car just by sitting in it.


    “Hey, thanks for giving me a ride,” I mumbled with such shyness in my voice. I wasn’t usually like this around Mason, but I was still in a state of dread and humiliation. The interior of the car was smooth, beige leather. I felt like the blood had drained from my face, while my cheeks were also flaming hot at the same time.


    “There’s some roadwork at the next corner, so we need to take a detour,” Mason commented nonchalantly. His perfect British accent floated around me.


    “Okay.”


    Great. The detour will just give him more time to notice that I smell like wet dog. I sighed inwardly. He has a girlfriend, I reminded myself that he was out of reach no matter what I looked like.


    “Where is Ella?” I asked about his girlfriend and the question came out in a blurt.


    “She’s hosting a soiree,” he answered. “A bunch of frilly bollocks, if you ask me.”


    “Oh.” What the hell is a soiree?


    “Are you alright?” He asked. His brow furrowed slightly with concern even though he never took his eyes off the road.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just tired. We had a really busy afternoon.”


    He turned a corner as he drove towards my family’s apartment. His lips curled into a grin.


    “Have you considered going to school for Veterinary Medicine after you graduate?”


    “Um. I did, but I really just want to keep this as a hobby,” I answered. The truth was that I did consider Veterinary Medicine, but I was scared away from the idea when one of the volunteers mentioned that I would have to euthanize sick animals. I was so sensitive back then.


    “What inspired you to help at the shelter then?” Mason asked. He glanced in his rearview mirror momentarily and then turned another corner. I always enjoyed when he asked questions about my hobbies. I immediately perked up and the answers flowed from my mouth before I could remember my filter.


    “I really love animals. My mom’s friend used to help at the shelter and I started helping her when I was fourteen. She helped Vivian- Vivian is the owner, and I helped Shelby- my mom’s friend, but then she moved to North Carolina with her kids when her husband got stationed there. He’s in the military…” Once I started talking, I wouldn’t shut up, and I spoke very quickly. I watched as Mason quirked an eyebrow quietly and winced. He was trying to keep up with my passionate rambling.


    I realized how ridiculous I sounded, and silenced myself.


    “Anyway, I just really like to help animals. I don’t fit in with the people at my school, and dogs don’t judge me.” I bit my lower lip, admonishing myself inwardly.


    “Right,” Mason answered simply, and then he grinned once he parked the car at the curb just outside my family’s apartment. He didn’t seem annoyed or repulsed. In fact, he appeared amused.


    “I’ll tell you what,” he turned toward me.


    Huh? I was distracted by the perfection of his face.


    He continued speaking, even though I made no verbal response.


    “Travis mentioned you’ve always wanted a puppy but never got one. So, why don’t we fix that?”


    I stared at him blankly. Am I missing something?


    I inclined my head as I looked up at him. “Perhaps I’ll pull some strings and get you a puppy.”


    “Really?” I blurted. Actually, it was a squeak. I felt my whole face light up. “But what about Travis? He said no!”


    Mason only smirked. “I have my resources.”


    I had forgotten how disgusted I was by my own appearance. I couldn't stop smiling. “Do you really promise?” I sounded like a giddy twelve-year-old.


    “I promise.” He winked, and I nearly melted. “Now, let me walk you to your door so I can rest, assured you made it into your apartment safely.”


    


    ****


    


    Present Day…


    


    A cool October wind whipped my wild hair into my face as I walked a short distance down the smooth pavement toward The Paw Connection in downtown Brooklyn. I smiled to myself as I remembered the first time Mason picked me up from this location. The tiny apartment I grew up in was only two blocks away from the small brick building that housed the animal shelter. During High School, I volunteered at Paw Connection every Thursday, and I was at every adoption event, as long as it didn’t interfere with my activities with the 4-H Club. I laughed quietly to myself as I reflected on how horrified I had been by my appearance that day when Mason picked me up from my volunteering shift. I was so young back then, and so naive. Little did I know that I would someday become engaged to him. I still remembered the promise he made that day. I considered the promise void, though. Mason had made it clear he had no interest in getting a dog.


    


    I started volunteering at Paw Connection when I returned to Manhattan, and I must say, it felt very good to be back. I opened the small metal door and breezed into the small brick building. In the short time I had rejoined Paw Connection as a volunteer, I had bonded with a certain mutt. I was there when she was brought in as a stray. She was a scruffy mutt, about thirty pounds, and extremely thin. She trembled like a leaf as they brought her into the back room for an exam. She tried to hide in the corner of her kennel, but I was determined to earn her trust and we developed a special connection. I started spending more time at the shelter lately, mainly so I could see her. Against Mason’s advisement, I named her Gemma. I knew I shouldn’t have named her, but the name just slipped out one day during feeding time.


    “Hi Jake!” I chimed as I rounded the front desk toward the side door that led to the back kennels.


    The freckled kid behind the desk gave an awkward wave as I kept moving. I was anxious to visit with Gemma. I was told she had found a new owner, pending approval of the individual’s application. It was bittersweet. Of course I was happy that someone wanted to adopt her, but I was going to miss her.


    “You’re only making things worse for yourself,” Mason had warned me earlier in the day during my lunch break at work. “Why do you seek to torment yourself with something you can’t have?”


    “I just want to say goodbye to her. We have a special bond.” I answered as I sipped my coffee. Then I couldn’t help but tease. “Maybe if you held to your promise and said we could get a d-”


    “Very funny, Ms. Pryor. I made that promise when I was young and foolish. I don’t care for the drool or the yapping. I quite like our quiet life, don’t you?”


    “Please. Our life is anything but quiet. I think we put a crack in the wall the other night.” I bit my lower lip to fight a grin.


    “Touche, darling.” I could almost hear Mason’s smirk through the phone.


    


    I rounded another corner and waved to Vivian, the owner and founder of Paw Connection. She was on her phone, inside her cramped office in the far corner. She passed me a tight lipped smile before she closed her office door. She was having a tense conversation with someone, which was very unlike her.


    I walked down a row of kennels toward Gemma’s kennel and stopped in dismay when I found it empty. One of the high school volunteers was cleaning the floor of that kennel.


    “Hi Jess, where’s Gemma?” I asked, but I already knew the answer.


    The girl looked up and blinked her long lashes. “She got picked up this afternoon. You knew she was getting adopted, right?”


    I tried to play it cool, despite feeling disappointed. “Yeah, I just wanted to say goodbye.”


    Jess was quiet for several minutes. “Yeah. I guess it’s good to get as many adopted before we sell.”


    What the hell was that supposed to mean?


    “... Before we sell?” I prompted. The girl stopped mopping and looked at me again.


    “Yeah… Sorry, Jill, I thought you knew.” Jess frowned. “Vivian said she can’t keep it up anymore-”


    I didn’t wait to hear anymore. I stormed down the small corridor and stopped outside of Vivian’s office. I clenched my fists, and exhaled deeply before I knocked on the wooden door to Vivian’s office.


    “Come in,” Vivian’s tired voice called out through the door.


    I pursed my lips as I put my hand on the knob and turned. As I opened the door, I observed Vivian with her face in her hands. She looked up as I entered.


    “Jilly Bean, so good to see you sweetie. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep Gemma here longer. Her new owner insisted she should be picked up before a certain hour.”


    I nodded with a frown. “I’m going to miss her.” I hesitated in my choice of words before I continued. “Jess just mentioned something about selling. What is that about?”


    “Oh that girl and her mouth.” Vivian exhaled as she raked a hand through her pixie-cut salt and pepper hair. She frowned, which made her wrinkles much more pronounced. “I was going to have a meeting next week to announce the news, but you’ve been a part of this place since… for years now.”


    I was dreading it. My heart already dropped to my stomach.


    “When I was thirty years old, I started this place out of my own backyard in Queens. Over time and with the right support, I was able to purchase this building and turn one of my passions into a reality. But times are different now, Jillian. Finances are not the same, and the support is not the same. We ran so many fundraisers before you started back with us, but I can’t support these animals anymore. I can’t even afford to hire staff.”


    My throat tightened. Just say it.


    “I’m selling the building, Jillian. I’m no spring chicken. I’m tired, and quite frankly, I can’t afford the upkeep anymore.”


    Even though I was expecting the words, it still hit me like an anvil.


    “I got an offer and the prospective buyer is very aggressive on this-”


    


    “Are they going to keep the shelter?” I asked. The question escaped my lips in a blurt.


    “No, honey. It’s not my business what they plan to do with the building, but I know he mentioned something about a shop. I will have to figure out where to place these animals.”


    I sat there stiffly, trying to absorb everything that Vivian was telling me. It was overwhelming, and then Vivian’s voice became choked as she continued talking about possibilities for the animals, but all the surrounding shelters were filled.


    “We can run one last adoption event next Saturday…” I heard her say as she wiped tears from her eyes.


    “Viv, we’re not giving up. You worked so hard for the last thirty years. You can’t just throw in the towel now.” My mind was reeling, thinking of anything and everything I could do to save this place. I kept thinking back to all the memories I had accumulated during my high school years and earlier college years. This shelter was in most of those memories.


    “This work doesn’t pay the bills and the cost has only risen-”


    


    I pursed my lips as the lump formed in my throat. I bit my lip to fight the feeling. I don’t cry in front of anyone and I had to stay strong for Viv.


    My phone suddenly rang and I dug into my pocket, assuming it was Elyse, asking if I could bring a snack for the kids at the youth center. But it wasn’t Elyse, it was Mason.


    “I’m sorry Viv. One second. I have to take this.” I excused myself and stepped out to answer the call.


    “Hey sexy,” I answered the phone.


    “Hello gorgeous.” Mason’s rich voice greeted my ears and despite the recent news, I still had to smile at hearing his voice. “I am in between conference calls and thought I’d give you a ring. Are you headed out with Elyse later?”


    “No,” my voice was quiet. “She has class and then a study session tonight.”


    Mason obviously noted the strangeness in my voice.


    “What’s wrong?” He asked sternly.


    I was trying to find the words to tell him what I had just learned, but my delay caused him to think I was hesitating.


    “Jillian. An answer.” His voice carried that dominant tone he used with me, typically late at night when my hands were bound behind my back.


    I sucked on my lower lip and then told Mason what Vivian had just said to me. “I don’t want anybody to know yet. She only just told me the news. We don’t have to worry yet. There’s still some time, right? I’m going to organize some fundraisers, and see if I can find some sponsors-” I spoke quickly.


    “Jillian?” Mason cut me off.


    “Yes?”


    “Put Vivian on the phone.” His voice was commanding, but he added a last part. “Please. I only have ten minutes.”


    “Okay,” I complied.


    I returned to Vivian’s office door and knocked lightly.


    “Come in!” I heard her strained voice through the door again and I entered, holding out my cell phone.


    “I’m sorry, Viv, but Mason wants to talk to you.”


    Vivian gave me a questioning look, but took the phone from me.


    


    ****


    


    Two hours passed, and my heart was still thundering in my chest. Mason managed to solve Vivian’s dilemma with a simple phone call. Actually, it took more than a simple, five minute phone call, but it all started with that brief conversation. Mason offered to buy the shelter from Vivian.


    My mouth dropped to the floor. I didn’t hear the full extent of the conversation but my Mason never ceased to amaze me. Mason had decided to stop by the Paw Connection before heading home that evening because he wanted to ask Vivian a few questions in person. He offered to buy the shelter, and keep it supported, and even insisted that Vivian remain the shelter’s director. He went above and beyond.


    


    “Why did you decide to buy the shelter?” I asked during the car ride home that evening. “You never cared for animals before…”


    A single dark eyebrow lifted as he looked at me. “I did, because you enjoy it there.”


    I couldn’t hide my smile. In fact, my face was hurting. His light brown eyes glinted and he only smirked.


    “How was your day aside from that?” He asked.


    I shrugged. “I went to work, and stopped by Paw Connection. I wanted to say goodbye to Gemma, but she got picked up by her new owner while I was still at the office.” I frowned.


    “That’s a pity,” Mason answered as he rested his chin between his thumb and forefinger. He gave me a sideways glance. “I did warn you not to name that mutt.”


    “I know, but I don’t follow directions very well.”


    His eyes glinted darkly. “Perhaps you’ll learn to listen one of these days.”


    “Possibly, but very unlikely.” I quipped. “Perhaps one of these days, you’ll stick to a promise you made years ago.”


    Mason scoffed. “We’re not bringing a mutt into my- our penthouse. Now you’ll have the shelter to do with as you please. That should be enough, don’t you think?”


    I nodded; He’d given me more than I hoped for in one afternoon.


    “How was your day?” I asked, wondering if he had made progress with the company transition.


    “It was average. Currently, I am in the middle numerous meetings with the investors of J.A. Woodward and Company. My day was filled with measly percentages and charts. The topic alone gives me a headache.”


    I smiled and reached my hand across the seat. He took my hand and squeezed it firmly, then tenderly kissed the wrist that held our initials in white gold. Every time he did this, he sent tingles up my arm.


    The car parked outside of The Darling, and he offered a hand to help me out. Once we entered the hotel, he seemed odd, excited actually. I couldn’t explain it because Mason never got excited about much.


    “Close your eyes,” he whispered once we were in the elevator. I looked up at him with a suspicious expression, and smiled.


    “Another surprise?” I asked.


    “Another surprise,” his voice was smooth in my ear. “Eyes. Closed. Now.”


    I closed my eyes and felt my face flame bright pink, expecting him to do something kinky in the elevator. I was ready for him to push the red stop button, pull his tie from his neck and use it to bind my wrists above my head. Instead, the elevator chimed and the doors opened to his penthouse level.


    “Keep those eyes closed, Ms. Pryor,” Mason’s large hand clasped over my eyes and he guided me onto the marble foyer.


    “I don’t have much choice when your hand is already over my face,” I teased.


    “Keep walking,” Mason commanded as he guided me further into our home.


    My back was pressed firmly against his front as he walked me into the sitting room.


    I sensed other movement in the sitting room as someone came around the corner, followed by the jingle of a collar.


    My eyes flew open, despite Mason’s strong hand over my eyes. My eyelashes fluttered against his palm as my heart lept into my throat.


    “You didn’t!” I exclaimed.


    “Oh, I did.” He answered. He took his hand away from my face.


    I glanced down, expecting to see an expensive purebred puppy. Imagine my shock when I found Gemma staring up at me with big, brown eyes. Mason! It was Mason who had put in to adopt Gemma, and for the last three days, he had kept everything quiet on his end.


    “You! You were the one!” I beamed as I looked up at Mason. He gazed down at me with a half smirk.


    “Yes, darling. I know how to keep secrets very well.”


    “I should have known!” I continued beaming, giddy like a small child on her birthday. I knelt down to rub Gemma between her ears. I spent so much time with her in the shelter and I quickly learned that this was her favorite spot to be rubbed. I couldn’t contain how elated I felt by this surprise. Finally, I glanced up and noticed that Mrs. O’Malley was still standing there.


    “Mrs. O’Malley, don’t tell me you were a part of this whole secret?” I asked, almost laughing.


    The older woman just smiled. “Dear, I wouldn’t miss the look on your face.”


    I looked up at Mason. “I can’t believe you did this! You let me believe that we would never get a dog and that I would never see Gemma again!”


    “It was all worth seeing that surprised expression on your face, my love.” He only grinned.


    


    I stood and kissed him fiercely. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you!” I wrapped my arms around him and he held me tightly. His lips crashed down on mine, almost bruising mine as he kissed me with such passion.


    “Well, that is my queue to leave. Dinner is wrapped tight in the fridge. I will see you in the morning. Try to not make too much of a mess,” Mrs. O’Malley joked as she made her way to leave the sitting room. I looked over and flamed bright pink. For two seconds, I had forgotten she was there.


    Mason had a positively devilish smirk on his face as he watched our housekeeper take her exit for the evening. He gave me a couple of hours with Gemma while he finished some work in his study. By the time she had fallen asleep on the leather sofa, I received a text message from Mason:


    


    Meet me in the dining room. Five minutes.


    I responded immediately. Yes, sir.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    9. Mason Woodward


    


    


    “Mr. Woodward.” The phone on my desk beeped as Elizabeth tentatively spoke my name.


    “Yes, Elizabeth?” I glanced up from the spreadsheets I was reviewing.


    “There is a Mr. Wei on the line. He insists he should speak with you.” My secretary was quite confused, as I had canceled all meetings for the next two days while I attempted to organize the company transition. I was head of the entire enterprise, which meant I was responsible for all locations of J.A. Woodward & Company, on top of my own hotel chain. I needed to hire a new CFO. I needed to find a way to be in Las Vegas, London, Chicago and New York all at once during such a delicate time. Still, despite the pressure of managing two large corporations, I gladly welcomed this level of stress rather than the overwhelming frustration of dealing with my father’s constant threats and berating behavior. I neither regretted my actions, nor did I miss him. When it comes to my father and what I have done, one could say I have become… numb. Nobody else seemed to miss him either. Their condolences toward me over his loss seemed to be a complete facade.


    When Elizabeth mentioned the name, “Wei,” a sick sense of dread washed over me. The feeling was quite similar to the stress I felt when dealing with my father. I have known about Jian Wei for years. I knew that my father had dealings with the man and others like him. I hadn’t seen the man since the charity event in London, but it was never a good sign when a man like Wei had interest in an individual. I could not ignore the man, and he was not a man to be brushed off.


    Bracing myself inwardly, I responded to my secretary. “Yes, Elizabeth. Put him through.”


    I rubbed the bridge of my nose and felt the knot in my jaw tighten.


    “Mason, boy, it is good you had time for this old man.” Wei’s voice assaulted my ears. The greeting could be accepted as welcoming to unsuspecting ears, but nobody has called me boy since I was sixteen years old.


    “Do I truly appear to be a boy to you?” My tone was limited in patience.


    The man only chuckled. “I was beginning to think you would not return my calls. I have something you want.”


    Fuck.


    “I have everything I need, but I appreciate your consideration.” I kept my demeanor professional yet firm, as always.


    The weasel only laughed. “Believe me. You want this.”


    There was a sick, twisted chirp to the inflection of his words.


    “Tomorrow. Noon- let’s call it a casual business meeting in your office. Yes?”


    My lip curled into a snarl, but I said nothing other than, “done.”


    “Good, good. And Mr. Woodward? There is no need to speak of this meeting with anyone, yes?”


    There was underlying threat in those words.


    “Why do I have need to discuss my business matters with anyone outside of the office?” I countered. I briefly glanced toward the gray New York skyline.


    Wei only chuckled. “I will see you tomorrow, boy.”


    


    My adrenaline was pumping as I replaced the phone on the receiver. My stress suddenly shot through the roof. I was at a loss for what Jian Wei could possibly want from me. I have never had to deal with this man personally, but his reputation among my father’s associates precedes him. Of course, there has been questionable rumors circulating about this man’s business tactics. A few years ago, the wife of one of Wei’s business associates went missing and the body was found lifeless in the Hudson River.


    Authorities questioned Wei, but there was no critical evidence that he had been involved in such a crime. All allegations and charges that have accrued over the years have been dropped. The rumors surrounding his immoral corporate agenda has not gone unnoticed, but the man has never been fully charged with any misconduct.


    Still, it is not uncommon for men and women to be paid for their silence. I knew Wei was no good, and I certainly wasn’t about to let myself fall into his pocket. I questioned why a man like him would want to meet with me. This was not a good sign, and if he wanted to do business, he would have been much more abrupt about a proposition. I have something you want. The words replayed at a haunting rate over and over through my mind. What the fuck would I want from him?


    


    My focus was done for the day. After gathering my briefcase, I opened my office door to leave. I was about to leave some instructions with Elizabeth, but stopped in my tracks when I witnessed Ian leaning against the wall, just outside my office door.


    He wore a fitting black suit and his light brown hair was slicked back. His arms were folded as he leaned against the wall with a cocky grin on his face.


    “Bloody hell. I don’t recall giving you an appointment,” there was a growl in my voice.


    Ian only grinned. As much as that grin once irritated me, I no longer felt the strong desire to punch it off his face.


    “I was in the neighborhood. Your lovely secretary let me in.”


    I cast Elizabeth a look, and she was clearly irritated. “He let himself in, Mr. Woodward.”


    “Yeah, I guess I did.”


    I raked a hand over my face. “You happened to be in the neighborhood- in Manhattan’s Financial District?” I cast him a cock-eyed expression.


    “Admit it: You’re happy to see me.” Ian grinned, and then leaned in casually. “A little bird told me that our friend is interested in you.” He imitated my cock-eyed expression as he looked at me. He leaned against the wall, with arms folded, maintaining his casual presence.


    “What bloody bird is this? How the fuck do you know my business?” I hissed in a low whisper. I glanced at Elizabeth, who was busy preparing to leave for the day.


    Ian straightened. The smirk was wiped from his face and he was completely stoic. His demeanor went from zero to sixty within the blink of an eye. “I make it my business to know everyone’s business.”


    Uncomfortably stiff silence followed.


    “Right then.” I opened the door to my office and gestured for him to enter. He slouched in the chair, and perched his leather loafers on the edge of my desk.


    “Tell me what you know,” I prompted as I sat adjacent from him.


    “I know that Wei wants you in his pocket, just as he had your father eating out of the palm of his hand.” Ian was not grinning. “He knows how to bribe and blackmail the right people in exchange for their silence.”


    “How do you know all of this?” I asked inquisitively. There was no challenge in my tone. It was an honest inquiry; I needed a better understanding of what I was going up against.


    “He tried to put me in his pocket once.” The expression on Ian’s face was solemn and masked with stone. “That was strike one. He had no fucking clue who he was dealing with.”


    I wondered what Wei did to infuriate Ian. I couldn’t help but question what transpired between Ian and Wei, or how Ian knew him previously.


    “You remember the news story about the lass who was found in the Hudson River a few years back?”


    “Yes, I think I recall the news story.” I vaguely remembered.


    “I knew her.” Ian’s lip curled into the faintest trace of a snarl.


    The man sitting in front of me said nothing as he silently removed his shoes from my desk. It was evident, judging by the expression on his face, that he was finished discussing his own personal story. There was a fire in his eyes that I had never seen before. That’s when it became perfectly clear: Ian wasn’t looking to make another dollar off my dilemma. His business with Wei was personal.


    


    


    ****


    


    The following morning sped along at a rapid pace. I accomplished almost nothing, as my mind was flooded with questions about Wei and what the bloody hell he could possibly want. My brief conversation with Ian gave me some insight, but still left me profoundly stressed and puzzled. Promptly at the noon hour, Mr. Wei was shown to my office. There was a dark glint in his almond eyes. His smile towards Elizabeth was professional and polite, but I saw through it. As I’ve stated before, I know all about men like Jian Wei.


    Elizabeth showed him into my office, and he was followed by two large blokes in business suits, as well a smaller, wiry fellow with thick spectacles and a balding head. This man held a briefcase, and walked beside Wei, seemingly ready to shit his pants. That’s always a good sign.


    Without speaking a word, the goons opened every door in my office. The bathroom and closet were examined. The even did a quick search of my office furniture, including under my desk. I didn’t need to ask what they were looking for. Wei wanted to ensure that I hadn’t implemented any other bugging devices or had uninvited guests lurking in the corners.


    “Have a seat,” I offered in my business-like mask that is always reserved for important clients and colleagues. “Might I offer you tea or coffee?”


    “That will not be necessary,” Mr. Wei answered. He spoke perfect English, and smoothed his impeccable red silk tie. I gestured for him to have a seat at the polished, round cherry wood table some feet away from my desk. He nodded in agreement and we sat in unison, facing one another on opposite sides of the table. The wiry fellow with him continued to appear nervous and I could only assume the man owed Wei a favor of some sort. He didn’t seem to fit in with the mix of company Mr. Wei kept with him.


    “I’m going to get to the point of my visit, Mr. Woodward.” Wei spoke bluntly. “Your father and I have known each other for many, many years. In those many years, he has accumulated much debt.”


    He snapped his fingers and the nervous fellow beside him unlocked the briefcase and handed me a manilla envelope. Without a word, I opened the envelope and pulled out a stack of signed documents and receipts.


    I leafed through the documents. My father’s signature was scrawled on each document, along with the date of the agreement. I reminded myself to breathe as I looked through each unpaid debt. The amount owed toward Mr. Wei was obscene, and all from favors and horrendously accrued interest.


    “I consider myself to be a patient man, Mr. Woodward, but when your father suddenly died without paying the debt, I was left with no choice.” Mr. Wei spoke calmly but there was underlying threat in his voice. “It is now under public record that you are the legal heir to your father’s estates, and company.”


    A whirlwind of thoughts whipped through my mind, although I had very little time to process each of them as I fixated on the impending dread that Mr. Wei was about to dish out.


    “I’m a very powerful man, Mr. Woodward, as you are surely aware. I had your own father in my pocket, and now, I have you-”


    “What do you want?” I demanded in a low tone. “I am certain you are also aware that I am not so easily pocketed.” My dark brow piqued as I gave him a direct stare.


    Wei only chuckled. “I want my money, of course. Every last penny that your father owed me.”


     “After investigating your father’s business agenda and estates, I understand that your father’s business was a pyramid scheme. You do understand what I am meaning, yes?”


    “Of course I am aware of what you mean. I’m not a bloody idiot.” The knot in my jaw had returned and my knuckles were white from clutching the arm of the chair as I struggled to maintain my composure. It had become painfully obvious in the last few weeks that my father did not have any actual money, which is clearly why he was so hard pressed to marry me to that banking heiress, Aislinn Meadows. My father was very good at flashing the only hand he had to play- our family’s name. He had his people shuffle money around constantly to make the company appear more financially stable than it actually was. It was all smoke in mirrors.


    “Even if you liquidate the estates and your father’s company to pay these debts, you will still be very short. This displeases me.”


    I knew where this was heading, and I was bracing myself.


    “You, on the other hand, are doing quite well for yourself. You are very different from your father- stronger, I think. You just opened a new hotel and casino in Las Vegas, yes?”


    I nodded. I typically referred to my latest expansion as my hotel, despite the fact that it also contained a spa, nightclub and casino. Let’s not get technical, though.


    “Stop fucking around and tell me what you want, Mr. Wei.”


    “I want my money,” he answered curtly. “Every last penny. I have waited long enough. If you sell your hotel in Las Vegas that will pay off a good portion of what is owed to me. I think you will agree.”


    My blood boiled over. “I will see what I can do.”


    “That answer is not good enough to satisfy me. You have three months. If I do not have the money by this date within three months from now, I will have to become more assertive.”


    “You expect me to sell my Las Vegas hotel and casino within three months and send you the money? Are you cracked?”


    Wei only chuckled. “That is not all.”


    “Of course it’s not,” my tone was dry and absent of any patience.


    He gestured again toward the scrawny lad beside him, and the man jumped to open the briefcase. He produced another manilla envelope and handed it to me. With an exasperated sigh, I retrieved it and opened the envelope.


    


    I pulled out two glossy photos, and nearly died inside. The pulse hammered within me, at a sudden, rapid pace. Jillian.


    


    “She is very pretty.” Wei stated. My weakness was apparent as I could not control the rigid trembling in my hands. I looked at the glossy, colored photos. One photo was a closeup of Jillian on a street corner outside a bridal boutique. She was walking with her friend, Elyse. They were smiling and ignorant of the spy who had been photographing them.


    “Sources tell me she was shopping for a wedding dress this morning. I must congratulate you.”


    I did not speak. If I flinched, I might lose my temper, and I could not take all of these men at once.


    Wei pulled out his cell phone and smiled, then looked at me. “She’s on East Sixth Street currently. Now, if you cooperate, she will make it to the wedding day and you can both live happily ever after. Does that sound agreeable to you? Please don’t force me to make a phone call that will turn things sour.”


    Goddamn. I plucked one weed, and twenty grew back in its place.


    I could only nod my head. I was blinded with thoughts, imagining an unknown psychopath following my Jilly Bean up and down the streets of Manhattan while she planned our wedding. I clenched a fist and rested it against my lips in deep thought. I tried to contain the trembling within my hands.


    “Stop dancing in circles and be clear with me. What will you have me do?” I asked directly.


    “I understand you purchased a local animal shelter for your fiance not too long ago. I want it.”


    This threw me. “Did I hear you correctly? What the hell do you want with an animal shelter?”


    Wei chuckled. “I do not want the shelter itself. It is a prime location for the business I am expanding. I already have arranged for workers to come over and begin-”


    I sneered. “You understand that this shelter means more to my fiancee-”


    “Yes, and it will be meaningless when she is dead, do you not agree?”


    I closed my eyes briefly, trying to find an exploit out of this entire scheme. My stomach churned from nerves; the pulse in my head was now unbearable.


    “Let me get this straight. You want my hotel in Las Vegas, as well as a small brick building in Brooklyn that holds stray dogs and cats?” None of this was adding up.


    “Oh, it won’t hold stray dogs and cats for long. I’ll have it taken care of. You won’t need to worry about clean up. I just want the location.” Wei spoke to me as though this reasoning would put me at ease. Even a village idiot would be able to understand what would happen to those animals in the shelter. He’d do a quick clean up before the shelter was turned into a front for some criminal business.


    None of this compared to losing Jillian permanently, and it would take a solid lie to her face. She loves that shelter. It has been a part of her since she was a kid. I would never be able to look her in the eye if I lied about what actually happened to all those animals, or the people she has come to admire. A tightness built up within my throat.


    “Give me some time to think about this. That’s all I ask,” I answered. I needed time to sort all of this out, and figure out a solution. After I liquidate my father’s estates and the company, I will be left with very little money. Selling the hotel and handing those funds over to Wei will dip severely into my pocket. I wasn’t so sure I would be able to afford a new location for Jillian’s shelter so soon.


    “Two weeks is more than fair. But, I will warn you.” Wei waved his finger in my direction. “If word about this meeting leaves this office, I will take action. I’m certain you know what will happen, yes? Do we have an understanding?”


    I only nodded, and held out my hand for a proper handshake. Our hands met in a professional handshake, and then Wei was shown to the door, followed by his trolls. The scrawny lad nodded to me in a curt and nervous movement as he skittered past me and followed the Chinese businessman out of the door.


    


    Ten minutes passed, and the men were long gone. Now alone, and lost in my thoughts, I felt myself head toward a downward spiral. A black abyss was consuming me, suffocating me in the same way it did when my father made those threats about Jillian. As I gathered my work to take home, I thought of my beautiful fiancee. I considered the great lengths I went through to keep her safe and protected, and a fit of rage suddenly engulfed me. I hadn’t felt it in a long time, but I needed to break something. I realized my breathing had been hitched and I exhaled deeply. On quieu, my mobile chimed with a text message.


    


    Jillian: I’ll be home a little bit late tonight. Maybe 7? Someone dumped a box of kittens in the alley. Who does that? :(


    


    Fucking hell.


    


    I was in the process of typing an answer back to her, when I felt a sudden movement descend from the ceiling of my office. I nearly dropped my phone, startled.


    Ian landed on his feet, and brushed himself off. I looked up, and noted that he slipped in through the ceiling vent in my office.


    He cracked his neck, then his knuckles as he straightened. “So, that went well, don’t you think?”


    


    Christ. “Your presence jeopardizes everything. Nobody is supposed to know about this. How the fuck did you get into the vent system?”


    Ian waved his hand dismissively. “Moot point. And so we’re clear- he said the discussion was not to leave this office, and it didn’t.” The man simply grinned.


    I didn’t have time to be aggravated. I only grabbed my briefcase from the surface of my desk. My mind was buzzing with thoughts, and I had forgotten about the actual business meeting I had arranged through text messaging at O’Rourke’s days earlier.


    


    “Care to explain why you were creeping in my vent system in the first place?”


    “For Wei of course.”


    “What do you want with him?” I asked this, despite our discussion the day before. He was still mysterious about his agenda, although I had an assumption of what his plans contained for Wei.


    “You let me worry about that. My business is my own.”


    “I can say the same as well.”


    “I don’t think you can afford to say that when your fiancee is at stake.” Ian was very serious, and I could not argue.


    “I’m not going to have much money to pay you when this is all over,” I stated, gripping the handle of my briefcase fiercely.


    “Let me worry about Wei. He owes me.” Ian winked. My theory was proven correct: Ian’s business with Wei was quite personal. Still...


    “You don’t work for free.”


    “This is my own personal business, love. And I’ve grown on you, admit it.” He gave me another cheeky grin.


    My lip twitched.


    “Just for that, I’ll throw in a little sweetener.” His blue eyes glinted. “No hidden agenda. I swear on my gran’s grave.” He held his hands up in a surrendering gesture. “I’m just an honest man looking to help.”


    “You’re not honest.” I added bluntly. “But you are discreet and efficient.”


    I was hesitant. I promised myself I would never hire a man to end a life. However, I weighed my options. Jillian’s life was at stake if anyone else knew about Wei’s proposal. Ian seemed to conveniently have a vendetta of his own. With some hesitation, I acquiesced, only because he was efficient in his previous work under my employment, and because he is good friends with my cousin, Jackson.


    “What is the sweetener?”


    “Have a seat and we’ll discuss. It will only take a few minutes.” He smoothed his hair from his eyes and perched his feet on my desk as he waited for me to take a seat.


    This better be good. My mind was a blurred mess of thoughts and emotions. I couldn’t believe I was resorting to this, but I had no choice. The words Ian spoke to me the day earlier, and the colored photos Wei showed me bounced around in my mind.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    10. Jillian Pryor


    


    It was another crisp evening and once again, I had the penthouse to myself. I sat curled up with a cotton throw and Gemma was at my feet while I researched wedding cake designs online. The entertainment room was dimly lit and I felt cozy in my NYU sweatshirt. Sitcom reruns played on the flat screen, and served as background noise as I bookmarked several designs I liked.


    As the sitcom transitioned to commercial break, my dog’s ears perked and she sat up in an alert state as she typically did when Mason arrived home. The elevator chimed as the doors slid open into the foyer. I sat up and set my laptop aside, expecting to see my hardworking CEO appear in the entertainment room at any second, with his briefcase in hand. Instead, the faint clacking of heels on marble greeted my ears from the foyer. Piper doesn’t wear heels, so that means…


    


    Shit.


    I sat up straighter and set the cotton blanket aside as Gemma let out a sharp bark and disappeared from the room to go investigate. I stood, and then realized I was still wearing my ugly NYU sweatshirt and yoga pants. I suppose it’s better than frumpy pink plaid pajama bottoms she found me in last time, but still…


    “Hello?” I heard Zara’s eloquent and sophisticated voice call as she neared the entertainment room. For a fleeting second, I had the idea to pretend nobody was home. I could dive behind the sofa and hide…


    No way. I fought the cowardly notion. A visit from Zara could not possibly be a positive one, but I’m not hiding in my own home. I’m marrying her brother; I can’t hide from her every time.


    I took a deep breath and attempted to take on a collected demeanor as I took a few steps to greet her and show my face, but Zara suddenly appeared in the archway to the entertainment room.


    


    She was a living, breathing contrast to everything I am. She stood there in five inch Gucci heels and a form fitting taupe sweater dress. Chunky glass beads in the color of burnt sienna draped from her neck, and paired with her perfect red lips, she looked like she just stepped off a trendy photo shoot. The sight of her made me realize how drab I suddenly felt in my NYU sweatshirt and yoga pants. I tried to hide how insecure her flawless appearance made me feel. I braced myself for what I knew was coming: a scrutinous gaze and a subtle jab at my appearance or social status, possibly both.


    Zara looked healthier now and every bit as gorgeous as she appeared the first evening I met her, when she paid me an unwelcome visit at her brother’s apartment on West 87th Street. I was expecting nothing less again this evening.


    “Is Mason home?” She asked, glancing around. She hardly looked at me.


    “Hello, Zara. No, Mason said he had some work to finish at the office and will be home later this evening.” I was trying to remain polite and civil, but I was expecting something snide to pop out of her mouth at any moment.


    “Oh, alright.” She responded, and slowly turned to leave.


    Okay…


    I noticed the flicker of a frown on her lips as she left the archway. The tension between us was awkward and uncomfortable. Zara has hardly said two words to me since that evening on West 87th Street. I assumed Mason threatened her while I wasn’t around, but the silence and tension was obnoxious.


    “Can I help you with anything?” I asked after she’d taken a few steps down the hall. I was still waiting for her to bite back with a haughty remark, but whatever.


    She turned slowly, seeming surprised. “No, thank you.” There was a pause and I could tell she was debating something internally.


    I watched her green eyes skim my form from bottom to top, appraising me. Then her face suddenly softened. “Would you care to have a drink with me?”


    Excuse me, what? I blinked, wavering in my answer because I was sure I heard her wrong.


    


    “Jillian?” Zara stared at me, waiting for my response.


    “Sure, I’ll just go change.” I answered, in a bit of a daze. I was astounded that Zara was inviting me to go anywhere with her.


    “We don’t have to go out,” she commented. “Actually, I quite like staying in these days. Would you care for a glass of wine?”


    “Sure,” I answered, and she was already walking toward the wine rack. I watched her inspect each bottle meticulously.


    “Oh, this is perfect.” She smiled as she finally selected a fine white wine in a green glass bottle. Her green eyes flickered toward me, and her red lips curled into a smile.


    “I can always count on my brother to have Montrachet.” She said this with a fluid French accent.


    With practiced skill, she removed the cork and filled two crystal glasses partially, then handed me a glass with a cool smile on her red lips.


    “Thank you.” I took the glass and sipped deeply. I felt Zara’s eyes on me as I looked away and took another healthy swallow. This is so odd.


    


    We both sipped in silence for a few minutes. I started walking toward the entertainment room, and she followed behind. I relocated my laptop which was still open to a display of wedding cake designs, and set it on the coffee table. Zara’s eyes zeroed in on the open display on the screen.


    We sat adjacent from one another in awkward silence. Gemma had nestled beside my lap, nearly knocking over my wine glass. I was on the sofa, and Zara took a seat in the plush arm chair. I cleared my throat softly after taking another sip.


    “So, Zara, how are you liking Manhattan?” I asked, in an attempt at breaking this stiff silence between us.


    The woman smiled. “I like it. It is still growing on me. It is very different from England, but I do like it.”


    I nodded, but there was more silence following as we both nursed our wine glasses. There was a heaviness that continued to hover over our heads. The truth is, I didn’t know how to interact with Zara. What should I say?


    The posh British woman shifted in her chair, keeping her perfect posture intact. Her brow creased while she seemed to be contemplating quietly, and the expression reminded me of Mason’s occasional stoic expression.


    


    “So, I-” I began, just as she began to speak at the same time.


    “I am-”


    “Sorry. Go on.” We both spoke in unison, followed by a laugh. It was enough to lighten the mood.


    “Seriously. Go ahead,” I smiled.


    Zara’s polished fingers tapped along the crystal. “I didn’t come over here for my brother, actually.”


    Oh.


    “I behaved very badly last Winter, and I am sorry.” Zara said this quickly, followed by the last swallow of wine.


    I was so caught off-guard, I didn’t know what to say. “Oh. It’s alright.” I answered stiffly.


    “No, it’s really not, but I appreciate how gracious you are about it.” Zara remarked. She glanced at her empty wine glass with a frown. “When I first learned about your involvement with my brother, I assumed you were just trying to weasel your way into society. I assumed you were in it for the money. My father-” she cut herself short, in an effort to retrain her thought. “I am sorry, and if I may be perfectly honest, you really are quite pretty.”


    “Thank you,” I answered with flushed cheeks. I wasn’t sure if it was the wine or the way I reacted to her compliment that made me crimson. “It’s fine. I’m really serious.”


    Zara smiled thoughtfully as she looked at me. “My brother is right about you. It’s no wonder he’s so smitten.” After a pause, she added, “I’m glad he found you.”


    


    This evening was filled with surprises, and I certainly wasn’t going to complain. I still partially expected her to end the moment with a condescending insult or subtle hint at my status, but it never happened. Instead, she asked me questions about the wedding, and my family in Ohio. Halfway into the conversation, I felt my guard diminish. She told me about an internship she received with a small fashion magazine in the city, and working under a supervisor with other interns changed her perspective on many things. She didn’t delve into it very much, because she immediately changed the topic and asked about my choice of wedding cake. I hadn’t chosen one yet, but I showed her some designs that I had bookmarked. I still felt a little awkward around her, but at the same time, I was beginning to enjoy her company.


    Her interest seemed genuine. I was floored, but certainly not about to complain. By the time Mason arrived home, Zara and I were so immersed in pictures of flower arrangements online, neither of us noticed him standing in the archway staring at us.


    “I love the yellow lilies,” I commented as she showed me a bouquet with orchids and yellow lilies.


    “They are classic,” she agreed.


    Mason cleared his throat, and we both turned our gaze toward him. I don’t know how long he’d been standing there watching us, but there was a satisfied smirk on his face. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around his solid torso.


    


    “Hello, brother.” Zara smiled slightly. “I didn’t realize it was so late. I should be going.” She glanced at me. “Chat later. Do consider the lilies. They’re lovely in any color.”


    I nodded with a smile and waved as she gathered her designer bag and left the entertainment room.


    When she was gone from sight, Mason cast a glance down at me. “Well that was interesting.”


    “I’ll say,” I agreed. “But I’m not about to complain.”


    “I think being free of our father has benefited us all.” Mason mumbled this, and for a moment, I watched the knot in his jaw tick. I raked my fingers down the shirt on his back and he gripped the fabric of my sweatshirt, pulling me closer.


    “You. Bed. Now.” His command was authoritative and the energy radiating off him was as domineering as ever.


    Oh, yes please. I turned to head toward the bedroom, obeying his command, but my ass was greeted with one swift, firm smack.


    “Fuck. I love your arse.”


    


    ****


    


    


    Hours later, I was still trying to catch my breath. I felt my chest heave up and down as I watched him unfasten the cable ties that held my arms firmly in place above my head. I lay on the bed, on my back, still spread-eagled. I was still reeling from the pleasure that consumed my entire body. I watched his large hands expertly unhook the ties from the wooden bedposts. The tingles between my thighs mingled with a very dull soreness.


    “Why do you like to tie me up?” I asked with curiosity in my voice.


    He cast me a funny look, although he was clearly amused by the question. He loosened my wrists and rubbed the area tenderly before kissing my palm. He contemplated the question quietly to himself for a few moments.


    “Perhaps I enjoy watching that sweet little body of yours writhe under my touch.” Despite the delicious ache in my lower region, his words caressed my ear like silk. “Tell me you don’t love being vulnerable, completely at the mercy of my tongue and my cock.”


    Holy fuck. My body involuntarily arched for his touch, and he only smirked as he pulled away. He unfastened the last knot, freeing my wrists from the binding. Tenderly, he took my hands and massaged my wrists and palms. This has been one of my favorite acts that he does to me. The way my small hands feel enveloped in his when he massages and kisses my wrists is so sensual and it is done with such love.


    I stared up at him as he kissed and rubbed the skin around my wrists, and I couldn’t help but wonder…


    “Have you ever been tied up before?”


    Silence.


    He gently dropped my hands, and looked at me warily. “No.”


    “Really?” I sat up slightly and positioned my weight on my elbows as I looked up at him.


    “I see that look of wonder in your eyes, my darling, but don’t get any ideas about that.”


    “If you never tried it, then how do you know if you don’t like it?” I asked as a sly smile curled up my lips.


    Mason’s gaze burnt through me. “It’s not my cup of tea. I enjoy being the one in control, giving you every bit of pleasure you deserve while you remain at my mercy. This is how it has always been.”


    “So you’ll never let me have my way with you?” I asked. The topic started out of sheer curiosity, but I was surprised by the disappointment I suddenly felt.


    Mason’s lip twitched, and the knot in his jaw tensed. I guess I have my answer. “Not if I can help it.”


    He grasped my wrists with one hand and pinned me with a direct stare. “Ms. Pryor, don’t get any ideas.”


    I sucked on my lower lip as I blinked up at him with a feigned innocent smile. “Of course, not at all, sir.” His stare was so intense, and it caused a short giggle to escape my lips.


    He studied me suspiciously for a few moments before he lay back in the bed beside me. The intensity radiated off this man, especially as he wrapped his arms around me possessively.


    


    I felt his breathing on the back of my neck as he spooned me in the bed. Hours had passed, and Mason was sound asleep beside me. His arms remained snaked around my body. I felt restless, but I didn’t move, because I didn’t want to wake him. My mind was alive with thoughts and ideas.


    


    “I fucking did what was necessary…” Mason’s warm breath tickled my ear as he spoke those words in a soft yet adamant whisper. My heart skipped a beat within my chest. He hadn’t spoken a word in his sleep since the night he surprised me in Ohio.


    “I’ll bloody tear you to shreds!” He gave a low growl, and I turned in that instant to watch him. My heart did another leap in my chest as I witnessed the snarl on his lips, although he was still asleep.


    “What was necessary? What did you do?” I whispered. I had to know what he was dreaming. I wanted to console him, to help him.


    I reached my hand out to touch the side of his face, and he jerked his head away sharply. Before I could even process what was happening, his fingers curled into a fist. His knuckles turned white, and his fist slammed powerfully into the pillow. I gasped in shock; his fist pommeled the pillow, only half an inch from my face.


    “Fuck you! Piss off!” Mason roared, and his fist again flew into the pillow furiously.


    “Mason!” I reached my hand out in another attempt to soothe him. He’d never been violent in his dreams, at least not while I shared a bed with him.


    As I tentatively reached my hand out to console him, he grabbed my wrist fiercely. The grasp was far from the tender affection he showed earlier. This hurt. A lot.


    “Mason!” I shouted, and his grip only tightened on my wrist, and it was enough to make me wince. “Ow! You’re hurting me!”


    His eyes flew open, blazing with rage. His face was crimson. The moonlight shone through the windows of the penthouse, and it was enough lighting to see the pain and anger etched all over. The tension was thick in the air in those few, fleeting seconds before he realized it was me staring down at him. My heart beat furiously, pumping adrenaline through my veins. I was terrified for what was going on in his mind. His cold, hateful eyes darted to the merciless grasp he had on my wrist.


    Immediately he let go of my hand and I pursed my lips.


    What the fuck?


    He exhaled deeply as he came to his senses and wrapped his arms around me tightly, like there was no tomorrow.


     “Oh, thank God.” Even as he apologized he was thoroughly rigid. “I’m so sorry, baby. Forgive me.”


    My wrist still throbbed from where he grasped me, and it was a sound reminder of all the times he had been so gentle with me. I lay on my side and rubbed my wrist. I knew I was going to be bruised there the next day.


    Without a word, he took my hand and kissed the skin that was still sore.


    I didn’t know what to say; I was still trying to process what the hell had just happened. I looked into his face and it was filled with anguish.


    “I’m so sorry, love. You know I would never try to hurt you.” His voice was hoarse.


    I nodded. “Why were you punching the pillow?”


    “I was dreaming,” his short response followed. He lay on his back and pulled me closer to his body.


    “That’s obvious. What were you dreaming?”


    He was silent for a few moments. “I dreamt I lost you.” I glanced up and saw the severe tension in his jaw. His arm remained snaked around me, but held me possessively.


    “Lost me? Like I left you…? Or I died?” I studied his face, and the tension never left his jawline.


    “No. I dreamt I lost you. Permanently.” He sat up suddenly without a word, and slid out of the bed.


    I could only assume the villain in his dream was his father. Who else could it be?


    “Where are you going?” I asked as he crossed the bedroom. He didn’t answer me. I don’t think he was ignoring me; his mind was elsewhere.


    He was gone for a minute, and then returned with a cold pack and tenderly held my hand as he pressed the compress to my wrist. I could tell by the expression on his face that he was beating himself up over the way he acted while he was dreaming. He had never grabbed me like that before, and I knew he would never hurt me like that deliberately.


    “Please, I’m fine.” I tried to assure him.


    His mouth was set in a grim line. “Can I get you anything?”


    “Just hold me, and tell me about your dream.” I said softly as I lay on my back. I took his hand and pulled him into the bed with me. He set the cold compress on his nightstand and gazed at me solemnly as I rested in the crook of his arm. He adjusted himself and attempted to relax, and I felt his fingers caress the skin between my shoulder blades.


    


    “You know that my greatest fear is losing you,” he finally confessed after a few minutes. “Sometimes, I dream that.”


    “I’m not like her- “ I began.


    “I know that and that’s not what I mean. I sometimes dream that something happened to you.” He shook his head and kept his embrace around me quite snug.


    “I love you, Mason. I’ll never let anything separate us. You know that, right?” I asked with a soft smile.


    He smiled faintly, and it didn’t touch his eyes. “I know that, my darling girl.”


    He exhaled deeply and stared up at the ceiling. I must have fallen asleep as I watched him, because I don’t remember much else after that point.


    


    


    


    I felt distracted at work the following day. It didn’t help that I only slept a few hours. The images of Mason punching his pillow, cursing in his sleep, haunted my thoughts. My wrist was only slightly bruised, and it didn’t hurt. I wore a thin, cream colored sweater which easily hid the marks left by his harsh, defensive grasp. It was almost noon, and my phone vibrated on the desk. Mason. He was calling me again.


    “Hi babe,” I answered.


    “Good morning, gorgeous. I had a minute and thought I would check in.”


    “My day is slow. Piper had two cancellations this morning.”


    “How are you feeling?” Mason asked, getting straight to the point of his call.


    “I’m feeling fine.” After a pause of silence, I added, “please don’t beat yourself up about last night. I love you, and I promise, it doesn’t hurt.”


    “Yes, but I shouldn’t have-”


    “Mason, it’s not like you punched me in the face,” I whispered softly. “You were dreaming that someone was trying to hurt me.”


    I glanced up and found one of Piper’s clients waiting patiently at the desk. Mr. Collins cast me an inquisitive glance while he waited for me to check him in for his afternoon appointment.


    “I have to go,” I said softly into the phone. “I’ll call you later. Love you.”


    Our brief chat ended and I placed my cell phone beside the keyboard on the desk. I turned to Piper’s patient with a bright smile.


    “Good afternoon, Mr. Collins.” I greeted. His dark blond hair was gelled back and he was impeccably dressed in a dark business suit and a navy tie. I didn’t know much about him, only that he began his sessions around the time that I started working for Piper, visited once a week religiously and made sure to stop at the front desk, even when it wasn’t necessary for him to do so.


    “Hello, Jillian.” He returned a kind smile. “How are things in paradise?” He gestured toward the yellow diamond on my finger.


    I smiled. “Great. We’re getting married in the spring.”


    “That’s lovely. Congratulations.” He gave another grin.


    “Thank you.” I beamed. I turned to face the screen and verified Mr. Collin’s payment information.


    “You can have a seat and P- Dr. Rochester will see you momentarily.”


    “Excellent,” he continued with his smile as he seemed to study me. Mr. Collins was one of Piper’s more pleasant clients, although I often wished he would not stare at me the way he did. Sometimes his fixation with me made me uncomfortable.


    I returned another polite smile in his direction and then busied myself with filing and faxing. I felt his eyes on me the entire five minutes while he waited, and a sense of relief washed over me when Piper finally called him back to her office for his session.


    


    


    Once I was alone and unoccupied, the scene from last night resumed playing through my head. I spent my brief lunch break doing research from my phone. An idea came to me, and I felt wicked for even thinking it. I needed to get Mason’s mind off what happened last night. I needed to help him relax. I bit my lower lip as I sat in the corner cafe and sipped my latte. I scrolled through the research I had collected on my phone. I had no fucking clue what I was doing, but that was half the thrill. As my lunch break was coming to a close, I typed a text message to him:


    Play with me.


    


    His response was immediate: Always.


    


    I bit down on my lower lip as I typed another answer: Meet me on West 87th. Tonight.


    


    His response was appropriate and expected: You’re the one giving instructions now?


    


    The smirk was on my lips before I could think of a good response. 7 pm. Don’t be late.


    


    I giggled softly, knowing my orders would drive him insane. I could almost see the knot in his jaw tick as he read my text message. After a few minutes, my phone chimed with his incoming message.


    Mason: Don’t forget who gives the orders, sweetheart. I might have to remind you. Tonight.


    


    We’ll see about that, I thought quietly to myself. I sucked on my lower lip, hiding the smirk on my face and I pocketed my phone. I returned to the office, but tonight would be a whole new experience for both of us.


    


    ****


    


    6:30 pm. I had let myself into the “apartment” on West 87th Street. I was showered and my legs were smooth and silky. I wore a red sheer lace panty with strappy elastic detail at the hips. I paired it with a matching bra. My dark auburn hair was down in wild waves, and I wore a glossy red rouge on my lips. I also took out my contact lense and replaced them with my Chanel frames, because I know how much he loves it when I wear my glasses. I have no idea why.


    At five minutes to seven, I heard the front door open and close downstairs. His keys jingled lightly as he set them down on the table. My heart was hammering in my chest, and pulsed in my ears. I inhaled and exhaled deeply a few times in an attempt to calm myself. I couldn’t let him see my nerves.


    My senses were on high alert as I heard him ascend the stairs. I knew he expected to see me bent over the bed with my hands behind my back.


    


    He suddenly appeared in the open doorway at the top of the steps, but I wasn’t bent over the bed with my hands clasped behind my back. I lounged across the bed in the scraps of red lace that wrapped around my body. My legs remained crossed as I kept my seated position on the bed.


    He was still fully suited in a dark gray suit with a blue silk tie. He stood over six feet, and the lust sizzled over my heated skin. His light brown eyes flared when he saw my defiant position on the duvet. I ran my tongue delicately over my red lips, and I watched him swallow.


    I slid from the bed and walked over to him slowly, my heels clicking softly against the polished wood of the floor. I placed my hands on his shoulders and looked up at him, before I wrapped my fingers around the silk of his blue tie and forced him down to my level.


    To say he was surprised was an understatement and truth be told, I had no idea what I was doing, but I could at least try. I just wanted him to feel what he does to me.


    Our lips met in a searing kiss. I tugged on his bottom lip with my teeth and then resumed enjoying his mouth. His hands wrapped around my body, gripping me tightly as the kiss consumed both of us. My tongue parted his lips, demanding entry and he pulled my tongue into his mouth. It was enough to suck the breath from my lungs. His hands were possessive and controlling and before I knew what was happening, I felt him back me toward the bed.


    Wait, what happened to everything I had planned? My brain was temporarily clouded by the clean, masculine scent of his cologne, and the powerful way his hands dominated me. Our mouths never left one another, but when I realized what was happening, I pulled away and looked up at him with a dark glint in my eyes. I kept my grip on his tie as I stared up at him directly.


    His fingers dug into the globes of my ass, and I pried his hands away.


    “No, no. Hands off. Tonight you’re mine,” I said firmly with a she-devil smile on my lips. “It’s this, or nothing.”


    His lips twitched, debating whether to object. His gaze burnt through me, but there was black lust behind those brown depths. He was struggling with this, but I’d make sure he enjoyed it.


    Very slowly, I slid the suit jacket from his shoulders and carefully laid it on a nearby armchair. I kept my gaze locked with his as I unfastened the tie around his neck. He sucked in a sharp breath of approval when I draped his dark blue tie around my shoulders. I struggled to keep my cool as I carefully unbuttoned his crisp silk shirt. My hands ran over the perfect contours of his wide chest and the muscles in his biceps.


    I recall how I used to fantasize about this. I wanted to lick those muscles from top to bottom. I used to lie in bed at night with my vibrator, imagining Mason Woodward letting me do whatever I wanted to him. I was an eighteen year old with raging hormones, and the only man I could think about was him.


    Now here he was, standing before me, struggling to cooperate. I noted how his knuckles were knotted white and I knew he wanted to wrap those hands in my hair and force me to my knees.


    I kept my eyes on his as I unfastened his belt, and undid the button of his black slacks.


    “Get down on your knees,” he ordered with a low growl. “I’m going to fuck that sweet, pouty mouth with my cock.” The heat traveled down my spine, leaving tingles that settled in my pussy. I hope he didn’t notice how flushed I suddenly felt.


    I responded with a tisking sound of my tongue. “Have you forgotten? I make the rules tonight.” I gazed up at him as I yanked his pants down to his knees. “Now if you’re good and listen, I’ll let you feel these cherry lips on your cock.” Again, he inhaled sharply, taken aback by my filthy words. I even surprised myself.


    His hard shaft was level with my face, thick and long. He let out a groan, indicating the struggle to give up his control for the evening.


    “This is a one-time deal, sweetness.”


    I rested on my knees and blew softly on his cock. A bead of precum escaped and he groaned. I felt sinful as I blew on the tip again, and his entire body was rigid with his struggle to comply with my rules.


    “Give me your hands.” I said as I pulled the tie from my shoulders.


    He glared down at me, but I could tell he was also intrigued at this point. His lip twitched again and the knot tightened, but he held his hands out to me. I wrapped the tie around his wrists and looped them together with a firm knot.


    I grabbed the back of his legs and slid my tongue along his solid cock, from the base to the tip. He let out a shuddering gasp as I wrapped my lips around the head, and sucked the drop of precum that escaped.


    Although his wrists were bound together, his fingers curled into my hair and pulled as he was overcome with pleasure. My lips moved up and down a few times as my tongue danced around the tip.


    I sucked and licked every inch, forcing the tip to the back of my throat a few times, and he let out a gasping groan. I was thrilled, and the dull ache in my pussy was growing with every pleasurable sound he made. So this is what it must be like for him…


    


    I scraped my nails against the hard muscles of his abdomen, and I knew he was aching to grab me and throw me down. I had this man all to myself, to do with as I pleased, and the possibilities were endless. With a slight popping sound, I removed my lips from his cock and looked up at him.


    “Lie on the bed, on your back,” I instructed. I knew my voice didn’t sound as domineering as his usually does, but he still listened. The dark glint in his eyes never left as he positioned himself on the mattress.


    “Look at me,” I said with a quiet tenacity once he was settled. He didn’t need any prompting; his eyes scanned every inch of my body as I very slowly slid the sheer lace down my thighs. A wolfish smirk was on his face the entire time. I unfastened my bra and felt the cool air greet my nipples. I crossed the room and grabbed a bottle of edible massage oil. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to lick him first, or massage him first, so this choice was very convenient.


    A soft scent of cherries greeted my nose. I squeezed a small dot into my palm and rubbed my hands together. I climbed on top of him and sat on his stomach, my porcelain thighs straddling the hard muscles of his olive stomach. With both hands I began massaging his chest with the warm liquid. I was going to help him relax and enjoy…


    He closed his eyes and relaxed against the mattress. My hands continued to work in smooth, circular motions as I massaged the muscles in his shoulders and his chest. I slid my body down as I worked the muscles. I ran my tongue over his chest and sucked on his nipples, and he groaned.


    I turned around so that the apex of my thighs was level with his face, so then I could work the muscles in his lower region quite well.


    “Fucking sit on my face,” He growled. He breathed in deeply and I knew he wanted a taste.


    I ran my tongue and lips down his stomach, and ran my hands up and down his hard cock.


    “Let me play,” I cooed, and he let out a huff of exasperation. But I knew he was enjoying this…


    I kept a rhythm, moving my hands up and down his cock and then began kissing around the tip, sliding my tongue down the base.


    I felt him flex his muscles, struggling with the binding. I wasn’t good at tying knots, and knew that if he kept that up, his hands would be loosened in no time. I decided to preoccupy him.


    Tentatively, I lowered myself to his face and his mouth hungrily met my clit. I let out a sharp gasp when I felt how eager he was.


    “Oh!” I moaned as his mouth devoured me with an intensity that I wasn’t expecting from this angle. I felt my entire body quiver and I nearly fell over. His tongue ran up and down my pussy, sucking and licking every inch within me. His tongue thrust in and out, fucking me and I closed my eyes, throwing my head back. I ground my pussy against his face, desperate for even more friction.


    “Oh, Mason!” I gasped, feeling tingles erupt within my nerve endings. My body was trembling with an impending climax. This man- I had him tied and beneath me and he still has me unraveling, begging…


     I finally fell over from the intense pleasure, and caught myself with two hands as I steadied myself on the mattress. Completely consumed, I wrapped my lips around his length and moved my lips up and down at a rapid pace. He bucked his hips, thrusting his cock straight to the back of my throat. He licked and sucked at a furious tempo and I moaned. The dull ache in my pussy was now a throbbing need. I pulled my mouth away from his cock and turned around, facing him.


    He let out a grunt of disapproval when my pussy left his face, and my mouth left his cock. A small smile curled up my lips as I hovered over his long, stiff cock.


    “God, yes,” he groaned. I watched the muscles in his biceps flex as he struggled with the silk tie that bound his wrists. I rubbed my slick opening against the tip of his cock and the knot remained tense in his jaw. His eyes flared as he stared up at me.


    “Let me feel that tight cunt around my cock,” he demanded.


    I stopped and began to run my tongue from his stomach up to his chest.


    “Say the magic words,” I whispered.


    “Fuck yes.”


    “Those are not the magic words.” I continued the trail of my tongue from his stomach up to his chest.


    “God, Jillian. Please.” He groaned, and bucked his hips upwards to connect with me.


    I couldn’t handle the wait anymore than he could. With those words, I slowly slid down onto him. I felt his cock greet every muscle within my insides. I let out a soft moan, but then he suddenly thrust upwards, forcing his entire length deeply into me. I cried out in pleasure. He immediately began moving at a furious tempo, completely taking control despite being bound with a silk tie. I gasped and moaned, completely absorbed in the ecstasy.


    “Oh yeah, baby. That’s it,” he grunted with strain in his voice as he bounced me up and down.


    After a few minutes, his movements slowed and I swiveled my hips on him, grinding against him. I couldn’t handle the pressure build-up any longer and my climax ripped through my body. I gripped his biceps as I flexed and spasmed around his cock. It was enough to trigger his own climax and he let out a guttural groan as he released.


    He huffed against my chest as we both struggled to regain our breath. The flavored massage oil had turned into a sticky mess between us.


    “Not bad for a first time,” I felt him smirk against the heated skin of my chest.


    “I need practice,” I laughed.


    “I wouldn't make a habit out of that,” he responded, but kissed my neck and chest.


    “I wanted to give you a taste of what you do to me,” I breathed as he continued kissing my neck. He brushed some wild strands of my hair away from my face and kissed my lips, then my forehead. I felt his hands in my hair.


    Wait, how…?


    I looked up, and was met with his snarky grin. The blue silk tie was a wrinkled mess on the mattress. I need more practice tying knots.


    His smirk never left his face, and he winked at me. “Just because you’re on top, doesn’t mean I’m not in charge.”


    “You still obeyed,” I quipped with narrowed eyes.


    He responded by rolling us over. His body was pressed on top of mine, spreading my thighs farther as we lay in a tangled, sticky mess.


    “I fucking loved it,” he whispered and then kissed my lips deeply. We were wrapped up in the embrace, tasting ourselves on each other’s lips. “Come with me. Let’s get cleaned up.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    11. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    Early November


    


    The season was definitely changing in Manhattan. The leaves had almost completely fallen from the trees and the air was crisp and dry, but not cold. My wild hair was so grateful. On this day, the air was milder and slightly smoky as I rounded the corner to the East Village Youth Center. East Village was probably one of the smallest youth programs in Manhattan and relied entirely on sponsorships and donations. The center seemed to be doing well for itself, despite being so small, and charged nothing for the kids it served.


    I carried a large, rectangular white box as I slipped into the back lot. It was a small paved area, surrounded by a cement wall. There was some graffiti strewn on certain spots of the wall, but it looked like the center was in the process of whitewashing the wall.


    Loud music played from the speakers in the corner of the back lot while a man I didn’t recognize grilled chicken and burgers. I spotted Elyse almost instantly. She sported a light denim vest over the long sleeve, canary yellow shirt that read “East Village Youth Center.” Her black hair was pulled into a ponytail, which showed off the large red hoops that dangled from her ears.


    She was surrounded by a few of the girls from the center. The kids loved Elyse because they could relate to her, but there were three from the program who especially admired her. Every time I came to visit and bring snacks, they would follow her around like lost puppies. Here they were again, imitating Elyse by the food tables as she swayed her hips to the music’s beat. The girls probably ranged from about fourteen to sixteen in age. She was talking to one of the girls as she arranged the food on the table, but I couldn’t hear over the bass of the music.


    As I approached closer, I could hear the discussion.


    “I just don’t get it. I thought if I went with them, I would fit in.” The girl, probably about sixteen, looked to Elyse.


    Elyse flipped her black ponytail over her shoulder. “Tell me who it is and I will tear shit up. Nobody messes with my girl.”


    She was very casual in her statement, but emphasized that last bit.


    An older woman happened to walk by at that moment. She caught Elyse’s sentimental statement and cleared her throat in a disapproving manner.


    Elyse looked toward the woman. “Sorry Doris.”


    The woman sighed and simply shook her head as she walked away, but I thought I saw the faintest trace of a smirk on her lips. Doris is the founder of East Village Youth Center, and I think she puts up with Elyse because she’s been with the center on and off since she was fifteen.


    At this moment, Elyse noticed me and waved me down.


    “Is this for me? You shouldn’t have!” My best friend grinned as she took the iced coffee from my hand.


    “Why do you even ask? You’re the one who asked me to bring the coffee.” I smirked as I adjusted the large white box in my arms.


    “Yeah, I did. You’re right.” Elyse smiled.


    “I’m already used to being the coffee girl. Between Mason and now you...”


    “It’s a good title for you, chica.” Elyse smirked as she sipped the coffee.


    “What’s in that box?” One of the girls asked with curiosity.


    I turned and looked at them. The two younger girls seemed cautious and slightly shy. The oldest was completely silent and standoffish. She only stared at me with a critical, blank expression on her face, just as Elyse did when I first met her.


    I grinned at the girls and opened the lid of the box to show off the two dozen oreo cupcakes I picked up from the bakery.


    “When I said I needed cupcakes for the party, I didn’t imply you needed to spend two hundred bucks on them.” Elyse rolled her eyes, but she failed at hiding her smile.


    “Well they’re not for you anyway. They’re for the kids.” I retorted with a light smirk.


    “Excuse you,” Elyse quipped and then helped herself to a cupcake. I placed the white box on the table as the kids gathered around, completely in awe of the confectionary goodies. The cupcakes immediately began disappearing.


    Elyse wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you. This means so much to them.” I think my heart melted when she said this.


    


    


    


    ****


    


    It was dusky outside as I was leaving the party. The sun glinted just over the horizon. Mason’s driver, Rick, was on vacation this week so I decided to walk a block from the community center before I called a town car to come pick me up. Mason insisted, for some reason, that I shouldn’t take a regular yellow cab, and I didn’t feel like arguing about such a silly topic. Still, I wasn’t about to have a town car pull up in front of a community center for disadvantage youth.


    I took a little walk instead. The air was still mild, but the sun was rapidly setting as I walked toward a nearby bookstore. I had already dialed the number for the town car company, and asked them to pick me up outside of the bookstore’s address. The walk was enjoyable, but as I neared the end of the block, a sick and churning sense washed over me. I hadn’t felt that sense in a while, and definitely not in Manhattan. The streets were still busy in East Village, so I wasn’t worried about walking alone. Still, I was overwhelmed by a prickling feeling that I was being watched.


    For a fleeting moment, I stopped and scanned my surroundings. Nothing seemed out of place. People walked by on their cell phones. The smell of fresh-baked bread and Italian cuisine wafted from a slight breeze. An idle town car was neatly parked by the curb just a little distance down the street. A boy sped past me on a bicycle. Taxis honked and people continued passing me on the pavement. I shrugged my shoulders and turned back around to continue my walk toward the bookstore. Then, it struck me. Something was unusual…


    What is a town car doing in this end of town? I wanted to pass this off as paranoia, but I have never seen this type of car in this end of the city. This section of East Village is very different from the Upper East Side.


    I sucked on my lower lip and continued walking, trying to mingle with the crowd, but I still sensed the presence. I tried to remain as inconspicuous as possible while I casually glanced toward a large brick building. I just wanted to catch a glimpse of the sleek black vehicle from the corner of my eye while pretending to be interested in something on the street. My heart palpitated in my chest when I realized the car had moved and was creeping down the city street. I turned a corner, between St. Mark’s Place and Second Street, which was completely outside of my route to the bookstore. This street was still busy; and to my horror, the vehicle also made the same turn.


    Don’t turn around, I repeatedly told myself silently. I could still sense the vehicle following me. Am I really that high on my horse that I think someone is following me? I sensed the proximity of the sleek car creep even closer, and my heart was now thundering in my chest. I dug through my bag as my pulse hammered in my head. I pulled out my cell phone to call Mason. I’m not going to sugarcoat the fact that I was officially terrified.


    With trembling fingers, I dialed his number, and it went straight to voicemail.


    “You reached Mason Woodward. You know what to do.” His voice was direct on the voicemail message. Damn! I rounded the corner onto another busy street, feeling the creepy vehicle following me still, closing the distance at this point. I looked up Jackson’s number to call him, and as I was rapidly scrolling through my contacts, I bumped into lean muscle.


    “You have a real talent for that.” The familiar male voice was one I hadn’t heard in a few months. My heart did another double leap, and I looked up to see Ian’s handsome, grinning face.


    “You alright?” A single eyebrow lifted as he looked down at me.


    I shook my head slightly. I knew my face was flushed from nerves and adrenaline.


    Immediately, the black town car sped up and passed us. I caught the deadly glare Ian gave the vehicle as it passed us. Once it was gone from sight, Ian assessed me keenly.


    “They were following you, hm?”


    “I think so. I- I don’t know why,” I took a gulp of air as I attempted to compose myself. “I think you scared them off.”


    “Yep. If they know what’s good for them…” He didn’t finish that sentence, but there was nothing light about that statement. His usual quirky smirk was gone and he was very serious.


    “I’ll escort you home.” He said as he flexed his muscles and I heard knuckles crack.


    “I have a car waiting for me,” I blurted stupidly.


    “I have a motorcycle waiting,” He winked. I watched his blue eyes glint with a dark playfulness. I didn’t have much time to think about Mason’s reaction, because I just wanted to go home. My heart was still pulsating in my chest, even though it had calmed somewhat.


    “I’m just messing with you, sweetness. I’ll escort you home.” With that ever-present smirk, he gestured for me to follow. He walked with me to the waiting car, and then accompanied me home in the same vehicle.


    “Thank you so much,” I said as Ian followed me out of the car, once it had parked in front of Mason’s hotel. “I’m so grateful I found you when I did.”


    “No thanks needed.” He grinned, although I noticed that the smile didn't reach his blue eyes. There was a hardness present behind those blue depths.


    I was exhausted after that scare and knew I was a little paranoid, and on high alert. As I walked away, I noticed Ian pull out his cell phone and put it to his ear as he took a few steps down the sidewalk.


    “Yeah… Fuck that… I need to get back to my bike. I left it in a bad side of town, no thanks to you…” Ian’s voice trailed as he walked away and I was extremely grateful to enter the thick glass doors of The Darling. Once inside the penthouse, I exhaled deeply and threw my things on the marble table in the foyer.


    I tried to call Mason, but the constant ring tone signaled that he was on the line with another call. After today, he would never let me visit the Youth Center again. He wasn’t pleased about me going there in the first place, but to my surprise, he didn’t argue and insisted I take a town car instead of a taxi. I agreed, and we compromised. Now, I understood why he didn’t want me going there in the first place.


    I felt drained, but still wound too tight. I drew a bubble bath and sprinkled some lavender bath crystals into the water. Once the tub was filled and foaming with the amazing aroma, I stripped down. My mind was still buzzing. Who would follow me and why? Did Mason have a lot of enemies who I didn’t know about? Did he-


    My thoughts were interrupted when Mason suddenly barged into the bathroom. He was wild-eyed and his gorgeous face was rigid, seemingly murderous. His navy tie was roughly loosened around his neck and his silk button-down was already half untucked. I hadn’t heard him enter the penthouse, and after the episode I had less than an hour earlier, I nearly jumped out of my skin.


    Without a word, he wrapped his arms around me and held me. His large arms enveloped my frame and consumed me. He didn’t say anything as he held me, and I felt so safe in his arms as he kept me locked in a possessive embrace.


    Finally, after several minutes, I thought to ask the plaguing question. “Do you have any enemies, Mason?”


    “No- yes,” he answered with a pained sigh. I pulled away to look up at him with a confused expression.


    Mason’s brow furrowed and his jaw knotted for a fleeting second. “My father had many enemies. Those issues have been handed down to me through the inheritance.”


    I was thoroughly confused, and worried- for good reason.


    “Do not worry, my love. What they fail to realize is that I have my own connections.” His voice was laced with threat as he pulled me into another tight embrace and I felt his hand slip down, and grip one cheek of my ass in a fierce grip.


    Mason still had a tendency to attempt distraction with sex, so I slapped his hand away. “You have a lot of explaining to do, Mr. Woodward.”


    He said nothing at first, and only took my hand before he guided me toward the tub. After stripping his clothes, he sank down into the water and gently pulled me against him. I lay against him as he caressed my arms. I felt his warm breath against the nape of my neck, pulling strands of damp hair away from my neck.


    I kept my head nestled against his solid chest, and he continued massaging my arms. He was very quiet; he didn’t command me to spill my thoughts and feelings. There was a storm cloud surrounding him though. I could tell he was troubled by his deep breathing.


    After some time, he finally spoke.


    “Tell me what happened. Please.”


    I breathed deeply. “I went to the party at the youth center this afternoon. When I left, I noticed a car parked. I had a sick feeling that someone was watching me. I walked a little bit and realized it was following me.”


    I sensed the storm raging within Mason. He can get particularly overprotective.


    “I turned a corner to see if the car would also turn the same corner and it did. I tried to call you-”


    “Yes, I’m so sorry. I was in a conference call.” He wrapped his olive arms around my entire body.


    “I literally bumped into Ian, and then the car disappeared. I was so relieved. He escorted me home. It was just a really scary experience. I don’t know.” I was still shaken and stumbled on some of my words.


    “Fuck.” I heard Mason hiss under his breath.


    I pursed my lips as we lay together in silence.


    “I had that feeling a few times when I was in Ohio, too. Do you think…?” My voice trailed. I was trying to process my thoughts.


    “Possibly. They’re just a couple of shitheads who are trying to intimidate me. You know I am not intimidated easily.”


    “Are they a real threat?” I asked.


    Mason tensed, and I felt his frame stiffen against me.


    “No. It’s all just a load of bollocks.” His voice was strained. “Every once in a while, I run into men like these. Fuckers.”


    He tried to ease my mind. “It will be all right, my darling. Nothing is going to happen to you. To us. As I said before, I have my own resources.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    12. Mason Woodward


    


    


    The secret was nearly impossible to keep. For her own safety, I couldn’t spill everything that transpired between Wei and I. I couldn’t yet tell her that it was Ian who was keeping an eye on her. The way he handled the situation this afternoon proved more strongly that I could count on him to keep an eye on Jill at a distance, and was doing so at no extra charge. This was all part of his own secret agenda, but I was not in a position to question what vendetta he had against Wei, or deny his services. Wei is a dangerous man.


    


    The days sped more rapidly than I would have liked. Thankfully, Jillian was so busy with wedding arrangements that she didn’t seem to notice my stress level. Nearly two weeks passed since I met with Wei, and things seemed fairly quiet. When I wasn’t in the office, I spent my time channeling my stress on the punching bag in the fitness room.


    


    “Mason?” I heard Jillian call as I knocked one last swing on the bag and sent it swinging. The adrenaline was alive in my system and try as I might, I couldn’t exhaust myself.


    I heard Jillian’s keys rest on the marble table in the foyer as she arrived home. The pesky dog yelped in greeting and I heard her laughing as she greeted the pup. I grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat from my face, before I draped it over my shoulders.


    


    I left the fitness room and rounded the corner. She was still in the foyer, but straightened when I appeared in the front room. She was wearing a violet quarter-sleeve cotton dress. The dress was classic and simple in design, but God, I wanted to tear that fabric off her body. The fabric hugged the curve of her hips and accentuated those perfect tits. I couldn’t tear my eyes off her breasts. A trickle of sweat leaked from my brow, and I wiped it away with the towel that still draped my shoulders. I was dressed in only black sweat pants after my workout.


    Jillian’s cheeks became crimson, and her eyes widened as she studied my shirtless form. The curve of her body and the crimson color in her cheeks sent a rush of blood straight to my cock.


    “Oh. My. God.” She breathed. “I’ll never get used to the sight of that…” She seemed to be talking to herself in admiration.


    She smiled up at me as I approached her. I couldn’t resist those lips and I kissed them deeply. My arms wrapped around her, and pulled her tightly to my chest as I parted those lips with my tongue. I caressed her cheek, before cupping her face with both hands.


    Words cannot express how much I love this woman, but it is times like this which remind me of the magnitude of my feelings for her.


    I kept my lips on hers, sensuously caressing her tongue with my own, keeping her face cupped between my hands for sometime. I felt her skin radiate beneath my grasp; her temperature was rising with need. Her small frame melted against my own as her desire was clearly expressed in the way her tongue danced around mine.


    My hand trailed from her face, and raked firmly down her neck, down her breasts beneath that dress. Forcefully, I hiked that skirt up to her waist and pulled the thin black lace of her panties to one side. I felt how slick she was and I felt my cock throb against the restraint of my pants.


    “Darling, you’re soaked…” My voice was barely a hoarse whisper.


    “You’ve been busy,” she answered, with lust in her voice.


    “I’ll make it up to you.” Without another word, I scooped her up and carried her down the hall.


    “I’m going to fill that sweet cunt, long and deep,” I whispered into her ear as I kicked open the door to the master suite bathroom. I felt her breathing pick up as her chest heaved slightly. It pleased me greatly when I saw her react like this. She’s responding like this now, just wait until I have her pinned down beneath my hold.


    I set her down only so I could turn on the shower and adjust the temperature. The steam filled the bathroom and fogged the glass. We took turns undressing each other and I resisted the temptation to tear that fabric from her delicious body. Without wasting another moment, I took her hand and led her through the glass doors, into the marble shower.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    13. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    He kept his grasp firmly on my hand as he led me into the shower. The steam on our skin felt so good, and I watched him adjust the pressure on the shower head and then, before I could process it, he had me pinned against the marble wall of the shower. His movements were fierce, carnal, and passionate. So help me… I careened beneath this man. His hands were commanding as he lifted my thigh and flicked my clit with his thumb and forefinger. His hand began massaging my most sensitive spot in a rhythmic, circular motion that was already causing pressure to build up within my core.


    “You feel this, darling?” His growl was a whisper in my ear as his fingers worked miracles. “I own this.”


    My breathing was rampant, and I could only nod. He continued caressing me with a hungry passion, but his other hand took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and he lifted my gaze toward blazing stare.


    “Say it.” He demanded in a low tone. His own breathing was erratic at this point.


    “Yes,” I breathed. “It’s yours, all yours.”


    I was ready and desperate for him to take me. I needed to feel him fill me up, every inch pounding me hard against the shower wall.


    Instead, he backed away and left me feeling wanton.


    “Wash me,” he ordered softly.


    “Yes, sir.” Yes, please.


    His masculine body wash had a clean, crisp scent to it and I lathered it all over my hands. Without another word, I ran my hands over the taut, olive muscles of his frame. I looked up at him as I ran my slick, soapy hands over his body. His cock was perfectly erect, thick and solid just for me. I reveled in the contours of his chest, over his abdomen. My hands ran over the lines of his cock, and he closed his eyes momentarily. With two hands, I washed him, in a circular, rhythmic pattern. My hands pumped up and down slowly. His knees nearly buckled as I began to massage beneath his thighs, feeling how thick and firm he was.


    He opened his eyes as I slowed my pace and looked down at me. “I’m going to be balls-deep inside that tight pussy within ten minutes.”


    I only looked up at him with a sly smile, and rolled my tongue down his perfect chest, down the ripple of his muscled abs, and ran my tongue over the tip of his hard shaft.


    “Fuck, Jillian.” He moaned with a groan.


    “Not yet,” I answered with a small tease. On my knees, I kissed the tip of his cock as though I was kissing his mouth and I felt his entire frame quiver. I love him more than my own life, but I still enjoy this power I can have over him. My lips tenderly caressed him there, and then I felt him gasp as I took half his length into my mouth. I moved my lips up and down at a slow, steady pace and this drove him absolutely wild.


    I felt his large hand grip a handful of my damp hair and force my lips further onto his cock. His hand held me by my scalp, but I still held the control. My tongue swirled over every inch as he pushed his cock into the warmth of my mouth. In and out, firm and steady was the pace he set for me.


    With a gasping groan, he suddenly pulled out of my mouth and I felt his warm juices hit my neck and breasts. In a silent command, he helped me to my feet and guided me under the water. His mouth on my neck was hot and amorous as he held my hair in a handful. I could barely focus on washing myself as my entire being melted under the heated trail he left on my neck. He sensed this, and ran his hands up down my body, keeping me plastered against his torso as he raked over every curve. I felt his cock harden again as it pressed firmly against my ass.


    


    


    ****


    


    The sun was setting the next evening when I put in the last fax for the day. After another busy day of phone calls, faxes, and filing confidential material, Piper’s office was now quiet. Earlier in the afternoon, one of Piper’s clients had a mental break down and I had to cancel a few of Piper’s following appointments while she handled the situation. We were both ready to go home as soon as her last session for the day was through.


    The janitorial staff would be coming through later to take out the trash and clean the office, so there was not much left to do. I researched honeymoon destinations while we waited. I’ve never gone on a real vacation and could not begin to imagine where I wanted to go for a honeymoon. Mason has told me several times that he already has something planned, and the suspense is just too much. Truthfully, I was glad that Mason wanted to take care of the honeymoon. Our wedding was only five months away, and there was still so much to do. Piper and Elyse helped me decide on the wedding cake design, and Zara accompanied me to the florist and helped me choose the flower arrangements. Still, I have to schedule fittings, a meeting with the caterer and-


    “Good evening, Jillian.”


    The familiar male voice was friendly and it snapped me back to the present moment. The polite male voice was one I heard once every week on average. I looked up and smiled at Piper’s last client for the day.


    “Mr. Collins, how are you?” I asked with a smile as I turned toward the screen.


    “I’m very well this evening, thank you for asking. How are the wedding plans coming along?” He asked this as I pulled up his file on the program. I tilted my gaze up at him, confused. I didn’t speak about my personal life with clients, but he simply smiled and gestured toward the sparkling yellow diamond on my finger. As usual, it was slightly uncomfortable that he was asking about my wedding plans, but I reminded myself that he was just trying to be friendly.


    “Oh, they’re great.” I answered.


    “That’s good.” He grinned. “I’ll be out of town for a month or so, please make sure my appointments are canceled. I already informed Dr. Rochester.”


    “Oh, alright. I suppose business this time of year is very… busy?” I asked, and frowned at my own choice of wording.


    Mr. Collins chuckled and brushed a strand of dark blond hair from his eyes. “You can say that. I have two positions lined up in Ohio in the coming month. I’m not looking forward to it, but it’s business.”


    “You’re going to Ohio? My family lives there. I’m actually going to see my mom and brother this weekend.” I blurted with a grin.


    Mr. Collins inclined his head. “Is that so? I’m sure you are looking forward to that. Whereabouts?” His entire demeanor was so casual and he was so easy to chat with.


    “They live just outside Cleveland.”


    “That will be a very nice visit, I’m sure. I’ll be in and out of Dayton.” He smiled and dipped his head toward me in a polite gesture. “Have a lovely evening, Ms. Pryor.”


    I couldn’t help but smile as Mr. Collins left the office. I wished every one of Piper’s clients was like him- friendly, polite and charming.


    As Mason instructed, Rick was already waiting in the silver Benz, just outside the door of the building where Piper held her practice. Rick was exceptionally quiet and tense as he drove me home.


    “Is Mason home?” I asked Rick as we neared The Darling Hotel.


    “Yes, Ms. Pryor- Jillian, he is. He returned home early this afternoon,” Rick answered, but by the tone of his voice, I already knew that Mason was in a foul mood.


    I sighed softly as Rick pulled to a stop just outside the hotel. He parked the car and then escorted me up to the penthouse. This was unnecessary and atypical, but I wasn’t going to argue with Rick over the orders Mason obviously gave him for this evening.


    I entered the penthouse, and Gemma immediately greeted me with a wag of her tail. Her red collar jingled as she excitedly stuck her wet nose on my leg.


    “Hey girl!” I giggled softly and I knelt on my knees to scratch her neck. “Where’s Mason?”


    


    I asked that question too soon. I could hear him from the sitting room, on his cell phone. He was angry.


    I frowned as I kicked off my heels and padded down the hall toward the direction of his demanding voice. I stood in the arched doorway, and watched him pace back and forth as he impatiently listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.


    He juggled his cell phone on one shoulder while he held a glass tumbler of whiskey.


    


    “I don’t give a damn what your people have to say about the cost. The value is considerably higher than that. No- you listen to me. I don’t care if you are up all night. Get me a better quote than that. That is inexcusable, and believe me, your reputation is on the line.” He ended the call without another word and downed the whiskey in one swig, just as his cell phone rang with another incoming call. I watched him stare at the screen, as though he was debating whether to answer the call.


    With a grim, tightly set jaw, he answered his cell phone. The tension was written all over his face. I hadn’t seen Mason this stressed since his father was alive.


    “Yes?” He answered. His demeanor towards the caller on the other end was a stark contrast from his last call. He was direct, yet forcefully polite. I don’t typically eavesdrop on his phone calls, but he didn’t know I was there, and I knew that something was wrong. Something was hovering over his head in the last few weeks. I couldn’t place my finger on it, and assumed that Mason was still having problems with those “blokes” and the company transitions. I waited in the hall as he continued his call. He listened quietly to the person on the other end of the line.


    “Yes, I understand that. As I stated earlier, you will have your money. You gave me an unreasonable time frame and I need to travel to London to take care of some business directly.”


    Even from the hall where I stood several feet away, I could see the knot form in his jaw. The corner of his perfect upper lip twitched into a snarl and his eyes were fiery as he listened to words on the other end.


    My heart stormed in my chest. This phone call only confirmed that there was more to the simple story Mason had been feeding me over the last few weeks.


    “You’ll have your money, Wei. You’ll have the bloody details about the building within a week. I still need to prepare a few arrangements…”


    I watched Mason listen intently, raking his large hand incessantly through his black hair. He swallowed hard and his jaw was set firmly.


    “Right then. Cheers.”


    He ended the call, and stood in the middle of the sitting room. His fists knotted, and flexed, then knotted again. I was at a loss for what to say, so I simply watched quietly while he crossed the room toward the bar station. He poured himself a hefty tumbler of scotch and gulped it.


    Okay. Enough is enough.


    


    


    “What’s going on?” I asked, stepping into the light of the sitting room.


    


    Mason looked up from his scotch, and immediately crossed the room. He appeared angry as he caught my gaze. I nearly took a step back from his intense, intimidating gaze. It could have seared holes through me… his stare was enough to make me want to take a few steps back.


    Instead, I stared back directly and held my ground.


    “Were you eavesdropping?” He demanded, gripping his crystal tumbler.


    


    My eyes flared as I stared up at him. “Eavesdropping? Perhaps. But it wasn’t planned, Mason. I only just arrived home, and nobody asked you to take these calls in the sitting room. Besides, you’ve been feeding me bullshit and I know something is going on.”


    I expected him to continue with his furious, tempestuous demeanor, but instead he quietly set his half-empty tumbler on the bar. He crossed the room and wrapped his large arms around me.


    


    


    He held me tightly and his embrace caught me by surprise. “I’m sorry I took that tone with you. There’s some miscommunication over the sale of my family’s country estate. The realtor was trying to talk down the price of the property. She received an offer that was much lower than the true value.”


    His voice was strained, but I knew his apology and explanation was genuine. I could feel his heart pommel within his chest at an erratic rate. Questions whirled around at a dizzying rate within my mind as he continued to hold me against his hard body.


    Who is this Wei? I heard Mason mention his name on the phone as he promised him money. What has Mason so rigid and on-edge? I knew that he was giving me the truth in bits and pieces, but only in bits and pieces.


    Mason clenched the fabric of my blouse within his fists as he spoke. It made no type of sense why he would be this upset over a low quote. Matters such as these never bothered him in the past, but he continued talking and I wasn’t about to interrupt him.


    “As it turns out, my father had no real money. He shuffled money around from various accounts to make himself appear wealthier than he really was… he knew how to play the shell game very well.”


    I was quiet as I listened, hoping he would explain more, but only silence followed.


    “You owe money? A lot of money? Who is Wei?”


    His face was suddenly crimson when I asked that question, and he was irate. I did the only thing I could think to do in that moment. I reached up and caressed the side of his face. He needed to know that I was here to support him.


    “I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere.”


    I felt his black stubble lightly scratch the palm of my hand, and then he took my hand and kissed it tenderly. He kissed the white gold bracelet on my wrist, which held our initials J&M. The gesture was so soft and loving, and a complete contrast to the erratic, wild-eyed temperament he had just moments earlier. I waited and hoped he would answer my questions.


    He leaned in and grazed my ear with his lips. “Pack a bag. You’re going to Ohio tonight.”


    What? Tonight?


    “I don’t understand. I thought I was going this weekend? It’s only Tuesday.”


    Mason turned to leave, but I grabbed his arm and forced him to turn to me. “What is going on?” I demanded more firmly. “If you’re serious about marrying me, then you need to include me in plans and stop pushing me into the dark.”


    Mason looked down at me, and his expression was so pained. Conflicted. “I will tell you everything, my darling, please just give me some time.”


    I pursed my lips. “Are you in some kind of trouble? With the same people who tried to intimidate you before?” My voice was soft.


    Mason debated his response. I know him well enough to understand when he is judging his own responses.


    “Is this what our marriage is going to be like?” I asked with a sharp tone. “I’m not a fucking damsel in distress Mason. I have a degree in Social Work and I grew up in a tough neighborhood in Brooklyn. Stop keeping things from me.”


    I grit my teeth.


    “Please, Jill. You have to trust me. All in due time. This, I promise you. Everything- absolutely everything I do is to keep you safe, to give us a future. Just let me get over this one last hurdle.”


    I was hurt by his cryptic responses, and also deeply concerned for what was troubling Mason. I couldn’t bring myself to let go of his bicep.


    Mason kept his gaze down on me. The expression on his face was still pained and conflicted. Finally, he looked away.


    “I have business to take care of in London. The company is getting sold and my family’s country estate...” he murmured.


    I tightened my grasp on his bicep. “Are you in financial trouble?” I asked softly, fervently.


    He turned and looked at me. “Yes. My father was in more debt than his pride allowed him to tell. He fell into debt with someone particularly dreadful.”


    


    “I’ll still love you even if we have to move to a tiny loft in Queens,” I looked up at him.


    His lip twitched, trying to fight a smile. He cupped my face within his hands and kissed me hard, lovingly and passionately.


    “I know,” He whispered, then kissed my forehead, and smoothed a strand of wild hair from my eyes. “Give me a little time, and then I’ll answer every question you have. I swear it. Right now, I just don’t have all the answers.”


    He has some answers that he is refusing to give. Secrets.


    “Now, go pack a bag. I’m certain your mother and brother will be happy to see you a few days early.”


    “What about work? Piper-”


    “Already knows,” he finished my sentence. “She already phoned in a temp for the rest of the week.”


    I stared at him, with my mouth nearly dropping to the floor.


    “Mason you can’t drop me off to Ohio every time you have to go to London! I have a job. I have appointments!” I had hands on my hips, and the gesture reminded me of Elyse in that moment.


    “This is the last time.” Then he stepped closer and his tone was more firm as he stared down at me. “Do you trust me?”


    “Of course I trust you, I-”


    “Then stop questioning me. I told you from the beginning, everything I do is to keep you safe. Go pack a bag.”


    Keep me safe? From what?


    He walked away, while in the process of dialing a number from his cell phone. I was left in the sitting room bewildered, and fuming. Of course, I was happy to see my family again, but that’s not the point. The point is that I am a grown woman, with a job, and my fiance is persistently shoving me into the dark with his secrets.


    My hands were balled into fists. My face was hot from the anger. Why does he keep secrets from me? Does he think I’m incompetent? If that’s the case, why the fuck is he with me?


    This is not over. I marched down the hall, and opened the door to his study just as he was staring at his cell phone. Tears stung my eyes. The secrecy was getting old and it was already out of control.


    “Answer me one question.” I demanded.


    He looked up with a stoic expression but the knot in his jaw tightened. My man never likes to be challenged. Well, too bad.


    “What’s that?” He asked sternly.


    My hand remained wrapped around the knob on the door to his study.


    “How would you feel if it was the other way around? What if I was the one keeping secrets from you? Would you like to be kept in the dark from now on?” I stared at him directly.


    Mason’s eyes blazed at my question, and his mouth was set in a grim line. Of course, he didn’t like that question.


    “I already told you, I will tell you everything very soon-”


    “Not good enough!”


    Mason’s nostrils flared at my objection.


    “Whether or not you think you’re protecting me, you have to remember one thing. I’m your fiance. I’m not some lady accessory for you to parade around when it’s convenient. I’m not here only for the good times, Mason.” I pursed my lips and bit down on my tongue to fight back the tears. It really fucking hurt that he wasn’t telling me anything.


    Too late. I felt a drop trickle down my cheek. Followed by another.


    Damn.


    


    Mason’s brow furrowed, and his face fell when he saw the tear trickle down my face. He spoke gently.


    “Jillian, everything I do is to protect-”


    “Don’t feed me the same repetitive line.” I interrupted him. “I’m marrying you for you. If I wanted a knight in shining armor, I would have stayed away from you…” My voice trailed once that blurt escaped my lips.


    Ouch. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s true; Mason has proven that he’s no saint. But I love him for the amazing qualities he does have. He genuinely loves me. I was just very frustrated that he’s clearly been keeping things from me. It’s also not okay that every time he has to go to London, I get shipped to Ohio.


    The expression on his face was stormy. I struck a nerve and I knew the words that spilled out of my mouth were hurtful. We stood in his study, staring at one another in silence. I grabbed a tissue from a box on his desk and wiped my face. When the silence persisted, I spoke.


    “Look, I love that you want to protect me. But, you can’t keep me in the dark and expect me to be okay with that indefinitely. I don’t keep anything from you and sure, my receptionist job is not as intense as managing thousands of employees, but I can’t put my life on pause every time you have personal troubles or business in London.” I frowned as I stated my piece. I needed to understand him, and I needed him to understand my perspective also.


    Mason frowned, and raked a hand through his already disheveled black hair. It seemed that he’d been messing with it all afternoon from his stress. The expression on his face was pained and conflicted- a combination I’ve seen more than once in the last month.


    Still, the silence ensued. I stated my thoughts, but I wasn’t going to push him any further. I want him to talk to me because he wants to talk to me, because he sees me as a competent equal, not because I harassed him into it. Nothing more was said, so I stormed out of the study.


    


    I retreated into our bedroom with my laptop in hand, still fuming. He refused to talk to me. Even his explanation was cryptic and vague and he fed me the same lines on a repeated loop. The only piece of real information I had was the name Wei. Who was this guy and why did he have Mason Woodward so tense? I don’t think I have ever seen him wound this tightly about anyone before. It was enough to scare me, and I confess I contemplated whether I was being insensitive in the sitting room, considering the phone call I had just overheard…


    


    After flipping open my laptop, I typed the name “Wei” into the search engine. Unfortunately, this name is quite common. I found search results for an Asian restaurant as well as a beauty salon. I only overheard the name, and so I wasn’t sure how it was supposed to be spelled. I only guessed on the spelling.


    After a few random search results, I came across a random, old news article based in Las Vegas. A man by the name of Jian Wei was being praised for his International Casino chain. One had just opened in Las Vegas, according to the report.


    On a whim, I googled the name Jian Wei into the search engine and a slew of articles popped up. I skimmed them. Most of them were blogs and articles, singing his praises for his various philanthropic pursuits. I found an entire profile on the man. Over the years, there were some allegations made about him on the basis of money laundering and even trafficking.


    Trafficking? What kind of trafficking?


    I couldn’t find a single article that went into detail, because these supposed allegations had been dropped before any charges were pressed. Weird.


    I happened on one very old article, perhaps dating seven years back. My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. There was a photo of Jian Wei standing outside the London-based building of J.A. Woodward and Company. There was no description, only a date. The men were shaking hands and smiles were planted on their faces. I pursed my lips.


    My search was a dead end. How does a man face several allegations only to be dropped before charges are even placed? I found another photo of Jian Wei with a different man. The photo was based in Boston, and was taken with a man named Victor Doran, standing outside the city hall. There was no description to the picture, only a date indicating that the photo was ten years old. Just like his photo with James Woodward, he was shaking hands with Victor Doran. The two men were surrounded by several other suited individuals whom I did not recognize. Their smiles appeared smug. I had no idea who this Victor Doran was, but my online search led me nowhere. It only told me what I already knew- whoever this Wei person was, he already knew James Woodward while he was alive and was owed a great deal of money.


    I was curious whether this man, Jian Wei, was paying the media and certain city officials to keep silent, or if it was really coincidental that he had several accusations fired at him, only to have them removed. If he has my Mason this rigid, it can’t be the latter.


    I was at a loss, but I knew one thing: Mason really was in trouble. This Jian Wei was bad news. I could just feel it. My skin crawled at the thought of Mason being in trouble with a man like him. I was officially scared for him. For us. I closed the laptop and sat in silence, facing the wall from my spot on the edge of the bed. I hated feeling so helpless.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    14. Mason


    


    I watched her exit my study. It killed me to see her so hurt, and I was gutted. I was silent, considering everything she said.


    How would you feel if it was the other way around? What if I was the one keeping secrets from you? Would you like to be kept in the dark from now on? Her words played on repeat in my mind, and her dark eyes seemingly bore through my soul. I had not seen that look on her face in quite a while; she was angry. Hurt.


    I considered the idea of Jillian creeping around, hiding important information from me. I’ve always held the upper hand in all things, but I considered the reversed roles for a fleeting moment- and I shuddered at the thought.


    The idea of Jillian incessantly on her mobile, keeping quiet when I enter the room… My jaw was set grimly. The truth is that I have been terrified to tell her the whole truth, because if I make one wrong move, Wei will go after her. I never paid attention to the rumors that circulated around him until I caught his eye. According to Ian, those rumors have truth. A professional like Ian is too preoccupied to hold a vendetta for petty reasons. I’ve been ever so careful as I worked to acquire the cash needed to pay these debts, and I was counting on Ian to hold to his promise in a timely manner.


    I still didn’t know what I was going to do about the animal shelter that I purchased to keep it operating. Typically, I would have purchased a larger, much nicer building to house those animals. As it was, I would most likely have to sell my Vegas location to pay the remainder of the debts.


    Purchasing another building at this time is not an option. I didn’t question why Wei wanted this building; it was nestled at the end of a corner in a questionable neighborhood. Nobody would question why I sold the brick building, which could easily serve as a storefront for criminal business.


    Still…


    I thought about my Jilly Bean, and considered the hurt written all over her face. She was correct about one thing: I was pushing her into the dark. I can only imagine how all of this looks from her perspective.


    I closed the door to my study as I exited and paced down the hall. I opened our bedroom door and found her sitting on the edge of the bed, stewing.


    As I crossed the room and approached the bedside, I carefully chose my words.


    “I’m not going.” She spoke in a low tone. She was expecting me to challenge her. Typically, I might have bent her over the bed and smacked that round ass for being so defiant- but neither of us was in the mood for that.


    I sat beside her on the bed, and wrapped my arms around her. She didn’t resist.


    “It really hurts that you’re not talking to me,” she blurted, and remained stiffly in my arms. “And I need to know that you’re going to be okay.”


    “It would help very much if you agreed and go to Ohio while I deal with business.” Ian can keep a better eye on you- in flat farm country, away from bustling streets and skyscrapers…


    


    “Take me with you to London. Please. I’ve always wanted to visit. I want to see where you grew up. I want to see the houses before you sell them. Please.” Jillian’s request was soft, and I felt torn as I struggled to deny her this request. She looked up at me with glassy eyes, and it was tearing me up inside. She moved her gaze away as she wiped her face with her hand.


    “I’m not going to London for pleasure,” I held her tightly. “Look at me.”


    I held her chin between my thumb and forefinger and pulled her gaze toward mine. “I’m going to London to settle some sales. I’m dealing with some bloody blokes who are determined to get what they want. They have a lot of money owed to them, and I’m going to settle the debt. At this time, I’ve been sworn to secrecy about the debts. They will go after the one I love the most if any word about this is spoken.” My gaze remained locked with hers. “I need you to trust me, and listen to me as I get this sorted out. I know you will keep this quiet. Once these men have what they want, everything will be settled.” Besides, Ian has an agenda of his own… that knowledge gave me some confidence.


    Jillian was quiet as she listened to what I said. I watched her twist her fingers in her lap in silence.


    


    “Is it one man or several?”


    “One very dangerous man,” I answered hesitantly.


    “How do you plan to get this sorted?”


    I wished she would stop with the questions.


    “I’ll sell the properties, wire him the money, and let him go on his merry way. Our finances will be tight for a while after that…” I felt my voice trail. I wasn’t certain yet how tight my finances would become when this was all over. Ian was stoic about his own plans, whatever the hell they might be...


    “And you know for a fact that he will leave you alone once he has the money? How do you know he won’t want something more from you once the money is transferred to the accounts?”


    “Wei wants his money,” I answered, carefully choosing which facts I gave her. Until I had a solution to the entire problem, I wouldn’t burden her with my stress. I wasn’t prepared to tell her that Wei also wanted the building of the animal shelter as part of the payment. I was determined to find a remedy to that issue. I knew how much that shelter meant to her, and I still had some time to find a solution.


    “While I’m dealing with this in London, I would feel much better if you would stay with your brother and mother.”


    “Will you be safe in London?” A pained, worried expression was etched all over her beautiful face as she looked up at me again.


    “I have my own resources, my darling girl. Wei is simply trying to intimidate me. I don’t want my wife-to-be getting caught up in this mess. Let me handle things as I see necessary. I’m a businessman, my love. I deal with these wankers all the time.” I gave her a practiced smile.


    She pursed her lips, hesitant for a long moment. “Fine. I’ll go. But this is the last time. From now on, you’re not shutting me out.”


    “Deal.” After this one…


    


    


    I wanted to tell her everything, and I was gutted that I couldn’t confide in her. I knew she was upset with me. Her gorgeous face was etched with both concern and irritation as I was again keeping her in the dark. Before Wei barged into my life with a thick stack of unpaid debts, and threats of harming Jillian, I had made a vow to myself that I would always be truthful with her. Now, I found myself breaking that vow and it was painful.


    I phoned Travis to explain that I had some business dilemmas to handle in London and I would feel better if Jillian stayed with family while I was gone.


    “Is everything okay, man?” Travis asked, highly suspicious as to why I needed to bring Jillian to Ohio again, and sooner than planned.


    “Of course, Mate. I just have some business to attend to, and Jillian will be lonely in New York without family. Her friend, Elyse, works so much and I think it would be better for her to have a visit with her family…” I fed him some rubbish lines.


    “I’m just trying to do right by her,” I added.


    “Alright,” Travis answered, somewhat hesitantly. He wasn’t completely buying my load of crap. “I’ll pick her up from the airport, just stay in touch and let me know how things go.”


    “Thanks, Mate. I owe you.”


    “You sure as hell do.” Travis smirked through the phone.


    I had little time to think of anything aside from liquidating the assets and creating the transaction with Wei. I had my own private agenda, as I always maintain one step ahead of any game. Travis picked up Jill from the airport, and I took the plane straight to Heathrow. Once I was in London, Wei had become more incessant, more persistent. His men paid visits frequently and it was nauseating.


    


    I wasted absolutely no time. The properties went up for sale, and the offers came pouring in. I assumed the bidders were wealthy colleagues of my father, who were busy gloating over my family’s need to sell the estates. Business was done, and executed as efficiently as possible, considering the unreasonable time frame.


    


    I finished signing the paperwork for the sale of my family’s estate, and my mobile vibrated just as I exited the glass doors of the London building. The London building would soon be formerly known as J.A. Woodward and Company.


    I answered the call and placed the mobile to my ear. “It’s done. The money will be on its way shortly. I’ll be flying back to the States by noon.”


    “That is good to hear. I was growing worried that you are slacking, Mr. Woodward.” Wei’s voice answered in a menacing tone. I approached my waiting vehicle in front of the office, and stopped in my tracks when I saw Jackson standing outside the polished black vehicle. His hands were placed in the pockets of his impeccable gray suit.


    My cousin smiled, amused by the surprised reaction I clearly had on my face. Why the fuck is he here? I hadn’t interacted with anyone outside of my realtor or office associates since I’d arrived in London.


    “Surprise.” Jackson held out his hands with a smirk.


    I could only smile stiffly while the mobile was still placed to my ear.


    “Who is that?” Wei asked firmly through the phone. I glanced at Jackson, whose gaze was piercing through me. Fuck all.


    “Nobody important. Bloody pricks on the street.” I answered into the phone as I slipped into the back of the vehicle. Jackson followed alongside.


    “Do you have an answer for me?” Wei spoke into the phone. I closed my eyes momentarily.


    “Yes, and we’ll discuss in New York on Thursday.”


    “That is unacceptable, Mr. Woodward. I know what you are trying to do.”


    I felt my chest constrict with Wei’s impending words. I glanced at Jackson, who was texting on his own mobile as the car drove down the busy street.


    “You forget how long I knew your father. I already know of your reputation for schemes and manipulation.”


    “Those days are long gone.”


    “Tick tock goes the clock, Mr. Woodward. Time is up.”


    


    The call suddenly ended. The threat was real. Before I could clearly process the gravity of the entire situation, I tried to phone Wei again. The call went straight to a voicemail box.


    “Bollocks!” I hissed, and bit my clenched fist as I attempted to think fast, clearly, logically. I looked to the driver. “Heathrow. Drive. NOW.”


    “What the fuck is going on?” Jackson asked adamantly. “You listed three properties within a month.”


    “Precisely,” my curt response escaped my lips. “I am detached from any memories of those properties.”


    “Bullshit,” Jackson nearly interjected. His green eyes stared through me sharply. “You’re going to tell me what the hell is going on, and you’re going to tell me now.”


    I glanced toward the driver, and caught him looking at us through the rearview mirror. Our eyes met and his returned to the road. I leaned in to Jackson and whispered.


    “Jillian is in danger.” My heart thrummed at a rate that could possibly lead to cardiac arrest.


    Jackson’s face darkened in reaction to my disclosure. “I knew something was wrong. Do you need me to make some phone calls?”


    I swallowed, feeling the constriction in my throat. The idea of her being left alone and vulnerable in Ohio while I was still stuck in London, oceans apart.. I couldn’t breathe.


    … But she’s not alone, I reminded myself.


    Jackson’s eyes continued to assess me keenly. He pulled out his mobile and scrolled through the contacts. His voice was hushed beside me. “Tell me who to call and it’s done. I can end this mess.”


    “My father left me the inheritance as a final ‘fuck you.’ He owed so much money to Jian Wei.” I kept my voice audible only to my cousin.


    “I know of him. I’ve met him a few times in Boston. Fucker.” Jackson’s finger hovered over the list of contacts. He turned to look at me. “I would never let you fall financially, not if I can help you. I can buy out a few properties and keep them maintained until you land on your feet again. Tell me what you need. I have my own list of contacts who owe me favors.”


    “How kind of you…” I answered absently. I wasn’t thinking about money at the moment. I was terrified for my darling girl back in the States.


    “I doubt it will come to that, though.” Jackson commented. “I’ll make a phone call for Jillian-”


    “I have someone already on point,” I answered, but it still didn’t settle me. I needed to be present to make sure she was safe.


    “I never should have left her there. Christ. Drive faster!” I ordered the driver. I retrieved my mobile to dial a particular someone, but my fingers were trembling.


    Jackson watched my distress for a few seconds, and then dialed a number on his own mobile. His green eyes darted toward me as he held the device to his ear.


    “Yes. I need you to petsit the bird,” he spoke into the phone. “Ha. Fuck you too.” He smirked as though he was sharing some inside joke, or some sort of code message.


    I was too rigid to pay attention to his rubbish, nonsense phone call. The brief chat ended, and Jackson pocketed the device.


    “There. Not to worry.” My cousin simply smiled. I suppose he can relax when it’s not his love that’s in very real danger.


    


    Fucking hell.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    15. Jillian Pryor


    


    


    My cell phone was perched on the countertop of the kitchen, blasting music from Pandora as I chopped vegetables. I swayed my hips as I sliced the yellow peppers and dumped them into a large plastic bowl. Travis had taken Gemma to the lake nearby and everyone else was out and about finishing errands. I had the entire house to myself, and I was making my Aunt Mel’s famous pasta salad.


    As I strained the pasta over the sink, I noticed the mail truck pass the mailbox and remembered that Aunt Mel had asked me to get the mail while she was out. I set the pasta to cool in a bowl on the countertop and then walked down the gravel drive to get the mail. The mailbox is an old, dented tin box at the corner of the gravel drive.


    I opened the box, pulled out a few envelopes, and then closed the lid. All of this lasted for a few seconds at most, but when I looked up, I nearly jumped out of my skin.


    “Hello Jillian.” The man seemingly appeared out of nowhere. He grinned down at me, and was dressed in a navy hoody and black denim. The smile was familiar, although there was something very dark behind the lines on his face. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, but they seemed to glint with something dark and unspoken. His dark blond hair was scruffed and I almost didn’t recognize him outside of his usual dark business suits. I knew this man- but something was very wrong with this picture.


    “Mr. Collins… I- what are you doing here?” I was shocked beyond words.


    “You said you were going to be in Ohio. I came to see you,” He gave a tight-lipped smile as he took a step closer to me. Instinctively, I took a step back. I tried to remain calm, but this was extremely inappropriate. I knew him as Piper’s client, but I didn’t understand how he knew where my aunt and uncle lived…


    “You said you were going to be in Ohio for business.” I pointed out, taking another step back.


    “I am here for business,” He answered simply, casually, as though I should already know this.


    “Business?” I tilted my head, and thought immediately to run into the house. “What sort of business.”


    “You’ll see.”


    His brief and cryptic response sent chills up my spine. The fine hairs on my arms stood on end. He took a step toward me, and I took a step back.


    “How did you know I would be here?”


    “You told me you would be here, in Ohio. You mentioned something about visiting your mother and brother. Travis, am I correct?” His grin was not kind this time.


    A lump formed in my throat and my chest constricted. I took another step back instinctively, and he remained rooted where he stood.


    “Yes, but I didn’t specify-”


    “It is a matter of public record, little dove. It was not difficult to research your family’s information. They are listed in the white pages, after all.”


    My chest trembled. The knot in my throat tightened, and I dropped the mail. The envelopes scattered to the gravel.


    I remembered everything Mason had mentioned to me before he brought me back to my family in Ohio.


    I’m dealing with some bloody blokes who are determined to get what they want.. they will go after the one I love the most if any word about this is spoken… Mason’s words ran through my head as I tried to process what was currently happening.


    


    


    Oh my God. Is Mr. Collins one of those men? Does he work for Wei? The dread from this realization stopped my breathing for a second. Has Mr. Collins been watching me all this time?


    There’s no reasonable way I can describe how my heart rate escalated, realizing what Mr. Collins’s business was, and why he was here. The blood drained from my face, and without another thought, I did the only thing I knew I could do. I ran.


    I ran, and ran, blindly. I expected an arm to reach out and grab me at any moment. I didn’t know what he wanted with me, or why he chose to show himself on my family’s property. I know only one thing: his reason for being here was sinister.


     I could sense Mr. Collins close behind me, knowing that at any minute, he’d grab me. I nearly slipped on the gravel path, and stumbled as I struggled to regain my balance. The blood burned in my veins, and my lungs were on fire.


    I’ve watched action- packed movies before, in which the villain enjoys a good chase before he closes in on his victim. Perhaps that is what Mr. Collins was doing, what he had been doing all this time, and I had no idea. I was never much of a marathon runner and I was badly out of shape.


    The old barn was on the other side of the property, far behind the house. Somehow, I managed to escape inside the old barn. My muscles were weak from the harsh run, and my legs were shaking horribly. The rustic building was used for nothing but forgotten storage now. The interior smelled musty of old wood and dirt. As I crept past the old stalls, I grabbed a wooden baseball bat that had been set aside from when Allie used to play softball. The stalls were empty, and I slipped behind one, at the farthest end of the corner. I crouched down, and cupped a hand over my mouth as I tried to calm my erratic breathing. I was shaking profusely. I heard Mr. Collin’s boots approach the inside of the barn.


    “Jillian…” Mr. Collins tried to coax me in a soft, sing-song tone. “This is entirely unnecessary, little dove. Please come out so we can have a chat.”


    I steadied the wooden bat in my hands, prepared to swing if he found me. I heard him step closer, despite the hammering pulse in my ears. I stayed low, but the horror of his every footstep was a haunting echo.


    “Don’t make this difficult, Ms. Pryor.”


    I tightened my grip on the bat, and wished I hadn’t left my cell phone on the kitchen counter. How did a trip to the mailbox turn into this?


    The first stall door, at the far end of the barn, was the first to get violently kicked in.


    “Do you think I won’t find you, angel?” Mr. Collin’s voice was at this point impatient.


    I pursed my lips, trying to keep my breathing quiet. I was terrified, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. Still, I knew I wasn’t trained for this and my muscles were still weak from the hard run.


    Another stall door was kicked in. The steps drew closer. Another stall door was kicked in. Tears pricked my eyes but I didn’t have the energy to cry. I tried to not think about what he would do to me when he got a hold of me. My mind drifted to Mason, and a horrible realization washed over my being. Did they go after him too? Is he okay?


    I was fervently praying at this point. Unpleasant prickles washed over my entire body. He drew near, kicking in another stall. What will he do when he finds me? Mason… Oh Mason…


    “I can hear your breathing, you little bitch.” He was now standing in front of the stall beside me. The friendly tone I heard in Piper’s office was lost.


    


    Suddenly, there was movement on the loft above us. Shit, there’s more than one… Whoever they were climbed up the old ladder leading to the rickety loft. I glanced up, but saw nothing but old wood and small clouds of dust floating in the air, made visible through the streaming sunlight that filtered through the cracked wood. At any minute, the second intruder would descend and snatch me-


    “Fuck- who’s there?” Mr. Collins called out, but there was no sound.


    Silence.


    Then there was movement on the loft. It was swift and ghostly.


    Silence.


    


    “The hunter becomes the hunted.” A voice suddenly echoed from the loft, and it was gruff and unrecognizable.


    I kept both hands on the wooden baseball bat. I didn’t know who the second person was, and I couldn’t recognize his voice, although I tried. Mr. Collins clearly doesn’t know who the man is-


    Please, please let this all end… I pleaded silently. I prayed that the stranger lurking in the loft was someone sent by Mason.


    


    “Who the fuck are you?” Mr. Collins called out.


    There was no response from the figure on the loft. I heard Mr. Collins step away from the stalls and head toward the opposite end of the barn. The single click of a revolver echoed in the barn, and I could only guess that Mr. Collins had resorted to the use of his gun. I couldn’t see what was happening, since I was still hiding behind the stall.


    All was quiet for a few moments, and it seemed like the barn was now empty. I didn’t even sense movement on the loft above me.


    If I can just run to the house and get my phone, I thought to myself. Tentatively, I peeked my head over the wood of the stall, and a fresh course of adrenaline escaped through me as I saw Mr. Collins still standing there with his revolver out. He seemed crazed, clearly worried about whoever was stalking the loft. My mind was dizzy with thoughts, and I was clueless. I had no idea who was lurking above our heads.


    There was no sign of movement on the loft, but Mr. Collins seemed distracted enough. Gripping the baseball bat, I debated how stupid it would be try a run. Fight or flight?


    I stayed where I was, but peeked over the wood once more. I watched Mr. Collins for another second and then he looked in the direction of my stall. The options of where I’d been hiding had already been narrowed. His eyes narrowed and a sinister smirk crossed his face. I had the bat ready. I knew I didn’t have the strength to outrun him, but I could swing where it hurts. I imagined jabbing him right in his man parts, and making a run for it. My heart was a thundering so badly in my chest, I could barely breathe. The pulse in my ears hammered away, and my head was throbbing from the intense adrenaline pumping through my veins.


    “Let’s just make this quick, doll. I’m so sorry about this.” He said this with desperate determination in his voice, aiming to finish his job before the mysterious stalker returned, if he was to return.


    He stormed toward me, but I couldn’t duck down. What was I to do? I couldn’t just squeeze my eyes shut and wish it away. I gripped the bat fiercely, knowing exactly where I was going to aim.


    He drew closer, but set the lock on his revolver and then pocketed it. He pulled a thin loop of cables from the pocket of his jacket as he stepped closer, his eyes never leaving mine.


    Just as he stepped past the middle stall, diagonal to mine, something darted from the shadows of that stall, wrapped something around his throat, and pulled him into the darkness of the abandoned stall. I heard nothing but a garbled sound, and then stark quiet filled the barn.


    My breathing was faint, suffocated by the constricting sensation in my chest. It’s so difficult to describe, only that I can say the scene reminded me of those old SCREAM movies Travis and Mason used to watch when I was in High School. I will never be able to watch those movies the same way again.


    


    There was quiet again, and I ran from the barn, expecting the haunting figure to come after me. I had to at least try to escape. I got as far as the house, and rounded the corner to get into the front door, since the back door was locked.


    I ran blindly and nearly tripped over a boot that was perched on the corner, by the front porch.


    “Easy there,” a very familiar voice said as he adjusted himself.


    I looked up; my vision was slightly blurred from my rampant heart rate and hard run. There was Ian, lounging against the house, just beside the front door. My eyes nearly bugged out of my head.


    “What the f--”


    He tossed my phone to me and surprisingly, I caught it with sloppy hands. I let out a deep exhale and then looked up at him.


    His smirk left his face. “Don’t make it a habit to go without your phone, yeah?”


    I nodded but I looked down at my phone. “Don’t use that just yet. Your man will show up by tonight. He’s already on his way to you.”


    “Mason is okay? Have you heard from him? Is he-?”


    “Shh.” Ian held up a finger to my lips and grinned. “All you need to know, doll, is that the mess is getting sorted. Now be a good lass and get in the house.”


    I wanted to run into the house, but I was starting to piece things together. We had mutual friends, and I had seen him once or twice outside of Mason’s office in Manhattan. He was there when the car followed me… All of these thoughts whirled through my mind as I faintly began to put pieces of the Ian puzzle together… Ian has always been there.


    I have my own resources, I recalled Mason telling me this just before I returned to Ohio.


    “Did Mason hire you to follow me while he was gone?” The words escaped my lips before I could find a more tactful way of saying them.


    Ian brushed some light brown hair from his blue eyes. “Not this time. But hey, don’t say nothing about this.” He gave me a direct warning glare. It wasn’t anything I’ve seen from him before, and after the glimpse I saw in the barn, I wasn’t going to test him with an argument over whether I should call the police.’


    “That guy- Mr. Collins, is he dead?” My voice was barely above a whisper.


    “Nah. I just gave him a good scolding and told him to never do it again.” Ian winked. “He’ll probably come back later when you’re sleeping though.” His smirk remained on his face, clearly amused by my question. He flexed his muscles and I heard his knuckles crack.


    My eyes widened.


    Ian shook his head and laughed. “You’re safe. That’s what’s important, yeah?”


    I was in profound shock by everything, and I only nodded.


    So many questions were beginning to swirl around within my mind, but Ian jumped off the porch, then turned to look at me. “Time to clean up before your family gets home. Run inside and keep the door locked.” He pointed a single finger at me. “I’m serious. I don’t react well to talk. You get what I’m saying?”


    I nodded. He just saved my life. Why would I say anything? I turned to ask him one plaguing question, but by the time I thought to ask this question, he was already gone. I retreated into the house, locked the door and called Mason. His phone only went to voicemail. Then, I just sat at the table with my head in my hands, attempting to absorb everything that had just happened.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    16. Mason Woodward


    


    


    “It’s done. As always, I was right.” Ian’s voice was direct on the line as I descended the plane in the Cleveland airport.


    “So there was in fact an incident?” My voice was a growl.


    “Relax, Lucky Charms, she is fine- a little shaken, but she’ll survive. Everything is cleaned and if she knows what’s good, she won’t talk.”


    “This is my fiance you are talking about!”


    “Shush. She’s fine. Her family is home and everyone is in ignorant bliss. Now about the other matter... You don’t touch that. It’s mine.” Ian was quite serious.


    This was not a conversation to lengthen over the phone. I wasn’t aware what vendetta Ian had against Wei or why, but it was more than convenient. The man had a nearly spotless record of efficiency and I had no doubt that his plans for Wei would be swiftly executed.


    “As long as my particular problem is eradicated, I don’t care what you do.” I answered him as I stepped into my waiting car at the airport.


    “Good to know. I do things my way, on my time- as long as we’re clear on that.”


    “We’re clear. Chat later.”


    


    ****


    


    Jill was still shaken when I arrived on her aunt and uncle’s property later that evening. They had just finished dinner and were clearing the table when I arrived at the front door.


    Jillian was unusually quiet but she ran into my arms when she saw me. I held her tightly without saying a word, and she pressed her body against my front. She wasn’t trembling anymore but her frame was still rigid from the terror she experienced earlier. I could only imagine how scared she had been earlier, and I gave a silent thanks for Ian’s existence.


    


    “Mason, sweetheart, we weren’t expecting you back tonight. Let me fix you a plate,” Mrs. Pryor greeted me. It was enough to break my hold on Jillian, for the moment.


    “Thank you, Mrs. Pryor, but I don’t mean to intrude. I already had dinner before stopping over,” I lied.


    “Oh, darling, you know you are always welcome here.” She responded in her maternal tone, and then turned to Jillian.


    “Honey, you don’t look well and you hardly ate anything at dinner. Are you coming down with something?” She pressed a hand to Jillian’s forehead, and then her cheek, as though Jill were still only five years old.


    “No, mom, I’m just really tired.”


    “Actually, I hope you don’t mind if I take Jillian away for the evening. I’ll ensure she eats something,” the practiced mask was on my face, and I bestowed a charming smile on Jillian’s mum. Her family remained oblivious, and I was silently thankful to Ian Brennan for this.


    “Oh, you don’t have to, sweetheart,” Jillian’s mother looked between the both of us.


    “It’s okay mom. I need to spend time with Mason, and he got a hotel just in town,” Jill spoke with distraction in her voice.


    “Please just make sure she gets some rest and eats something,” Mrs. Pryor looked up at me. I nodded.


    “Of course, Mrs. Pryor. My wife-to-be is my top concern.”


    


    ****


    


    I brought her back to the hotel room I had booked for the night. She remained quiet, but kept her grasp on my hand. There was so much that needed to be said, and I was going to start from the beginning. My arms remained wrapped around her tightly as we lay in the bed, still fully clothed. I wasn’t going to allow anything to distract myself from telling her the truth.


    In detail, I explained my situation with Wei. I tried to remember every detail. I explained the real reason why I had to sell the properties in London, and that I was in the process of signing over paperwork for J.A. Woodward and Company and it was very likely that I would have to give up my hotel in Las Vegas. Fortunately, during the car ride to the Heathrow airport, Jackson stated that he would purchase my Vegas hotel and keep it maintained until I was financially prepared to buy it out from him.


    


    “Who is Ian?” Jillian asked, gazing up at me. I kept my arms wrapped around her, and our gazes locked after she asked that question.


    How do I begin to explain this one? There was no careful way to explain the answer to this question, and I had been avoiding this topic above all others.


    “Ian is… a professional freelance,” I answered slowly, cautiously. “He has a trained eye and…” I exhaled deeply and raked a hand through my hair.


    “He’s a killer?” Jillian blurted softly.


    “Don’t call him that. He finds it insulting,” I warned her.


    “He’s not really a consultant, is he?”


    “That’s a matter of perspective.” After a long pause, I answered her question. “Ian is the reason you fell down the stairs at Jackson’s party.” I swallowed hard, continuing before she could interrupt me with questions. Jillian shot upright in the bed, and opened her mouth to speak, but I continued before she could say a word. She blinked rapidly, trying to process the shock I had just given her.


    “My father saw you as an interruption to his plans for me. He hired Ian to remove you from the picture, so he pushed you down the stairs at the party. He was told to make your death look like an accident.”


    I watched the blood drain from Jillian’s face, and I realized I should have waited for another time to unleash this news. No, I will always have an excuse why I should keep secrets from her. That ends tonight.


    “When it looked like you and I broke up, he withdrew from the arrangement to have you killed. But after we got back together, he tried to hire Ian again. Ian refused, and when I learned this, I knew my father would hire someone else to do the same job, so I did what needed to be done.”


    Jillian’s face was still pale, and she cupped a hand over her mouth.


    Seeing her like this only fueled my passion. “I fucking did what was necessary.”


    “Oh my God.” She whispered. “You didn’t.”


    “I did.”


    I watched her quietly process everything before I continued. The explanation wasn’t over just yet.


    “Ian followed my instructions and made it look like an accident. He was much more efficient than I had anticipated.” I spoke slowly. “Once my father was dead, I thought I had eradicated the problem. I didn’t realize James Woodward owed so much money to a man named Jian Wei.”


    “You hired Ian to kill Wei also?” Jillian sucked in a breath.


    “No. I promised myself I would never hire a man to take another life.” I exhaled deeply. “Ian already knows Wei. I don’t know how. He doesn’t discuss his personal life. But he knew that Wei would try to go after you, which is why he was in Ohio. I can’t be certain, but I think he also knew the man who was sent to kill you today-”


    “Mr. Collins?” Jillian blurted her interjection.


    “It’s a feeling I have, yes.” I answered as I ran my fingers through her hair.


    “Maybe you’re right. Ian was there all along. He knew when I was being followed, and he knew when Mr. Collins was there…” Jillian spoke quietly, as though she was thinking out loud.


    I nodded. We remained quiet for a long time, and I waited for any other questions she might have. I watched the wheels spin within her mind.


    “Do you think Wei will try to hurt us? You? After today?” Her questions were broken as she tried to absorb the information I gave her.


    “I don’t know. Possibly. He might assume I hired someone to retaliate.”


    “What is Ian’s vendetta against Wei?” Jillian’s questions were pouring out at this rate.


    “I don’t know. The man doesn’t tell me a bloody thing. He only said he goes by his own rules. I don’t think Ian would allow Wei to get away with much more…” my voice trailed.


    “How can you be sure?”


    I didn’t have a good answer to her question. I wasn’t sure.


    


    “There’s another thing,” I added with hesitation, completely redirecting the subject.


    Jillian turned to look at me.


    “As part of the debt that is owed, Wei wants the animal shelter-” I couldn’t finish the sentence.


    “Excuse me, what?” She blinked.


    “He wants the shelter building.” I repeated while stroking her back.


    Jillian’s lip curled in frustration. Her face was still pale. “What the hell does he want with dogs and cats?”


    I corrected my sentence structure. “He doesn’t want the dogs and cats. He wants the location. That section of Brooklyn is getting cleaned up these last few years and he intends to turn it into a business.” A front for some criminal business…


    Jillian’s face contorted even more, but she was quiet about the subject. I am certain that if she didn’t have such a scare today, she would have been more vocal about this.


    “Don’t worry, my love. I will not let anything happen to those animals.” I watched the expression on her face as she pondered everything. She was silent for a long while.


    “Say something.” I prompted.


    “I don’t know what to say,” She looked at me with a creased brow, and chewed on her lower lip. “I’m scared for you. For us. I’m still in shock- my thoughts are all over the place. I’ll always love you, even if we have to move somewhere smaller, cheaper.”


    


    It warmed my heart to hear her say this, even though I already knew this about her. She was silent for a long time, and then she spoke again. “I’ve had a crush on you since I was fourteen, before I knew you had money, and that will never change.”


    Hearing her say these words sent a pin prick to my heart. She had never confessed this to me before, and hearing it squeezed my chest slightly. I do still have hidden guilt over how I treated her, and those plans I had for her when we first reconnected. There are times, like this, when I am still disgusted and I try to compensate for it with gifts…


    She gave me a stiff smile.


    “I didn’t know you had a crush on me for that long…”


    She tried to shrug it off, and I watched her cheeks turn into a light blush. “I tried to ignore it. I mean, you were Mason Woodward. I knew it could never happen. By the time I was eighteen, I couldn’t deny it anymore, but I never thought that I-”


    


    Her words were interrupted with a smoldering kiss. God, this woman… I pulled her down to the mattress and felt her body melt against mine as I rolled on top of her. I felt her hands on my back, raking up and down through my silk button-down. Her lips parted and sucked on my tongue; there was such fervent need in the way she took my tongue into her mouth. The movement sent a rush of blood to my cock and I ground my hips in between her spread legs. A low groan escaped her lips and her body writhed softly beneath mine.


    I held her wrists above her head with one grasp, and trailed kisses from her mouth, down to her neck and tugged her white t-shirt and bra down to one side. Her pink nipples were peaked and fit perfectly in my mouth. She moaned and pressed her head back against the pillow as I ravaged her breasts, each one in turn. She tried to move her arms, but my grasp kept them pinned in place above her head.


    “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I murmured as my mouth trailed hot kisses from each breast, down her stomach. I straightened myself to an upright position, and never broke my gaze upon her as I very slowly unbuttoned her jeans. She squirmed somewhat impatiently and bit down on that bottom lip. Slowly, with patience I didn’t really have, I pulled her pants and underwear down her legs. The garments were tossed to the side, and I lifted her to a sitting position while I gently pulled her bra and t-shirt over her head. Her hands reached for my pants, but I had no patience left at that point. I stepped aside and yanked everything down to my ankles, and then kicked them to the side.


    My fingers moved between her thighs and I felt how badly she needed my cock.


    “Look at me,” I told her with soft command. Two fingers rubbed her at a slow, delicious pace. I made sure to apply just the right pressure, knowing exactly what she needs, when she needs it.


    She turned to look up at me, but pressed her head against the softness of the pillow and gripped the sheets as I dipped two fingers into her wet heat.


    “Goddamn. So wet for me,” I whispered, feeling my hunger for her consume me. My fingers moved at a slow, deep pace in and out and she gasped softly. I watched her writhe and buck her hips as she tried to give herself more friction.


    “You want me to make you feel good, yes?” I asked in a soft tone.


    She breathed deeply and I enjoyed watching those gorgeous tits heave up and down as she continued gripping the bedsheets.


    Her cunt was so slick and as I withdrew my fingers, she let out a whimpered moan. I loomed over her, and worshipped every inch of her body with my lips and tongue. The sweet smell and warmth of her skin was heavenly. My cock was rock hard and ready to go, but I teased her opening just so I could hear those noises she makes.


    I continued massaging her clit with my cock, pleasuring her with this exquisite torment.


    “Look at me,” I prompted softly when I noticed her eyes were closed again. Her dark eyes fluttered open and locked with mine. I continued the caressing strokes my hard length made against her needy opening. She sucked on that lower lip and the curl of that pouty lip took me over the edge.


    Without a word, I rammed my cock deep inside. I felt her walls wrap around me tightly. She gasped and arched her back from the sudden impact. My strokes were strong, firm, yet slow. It felt so fucking good like this… and we were in no hurry.


    My mouth enveloped hers as I felt every inch of her wet heat. Those noises she makes… Bloody hell. My pace picked up, and my lips wrapped around those nipples again. This time, I felt her fingers grip my hair and tug as she moaned my name. I kept this pace, steady, firm, giving her every inch of my length. I was going to make her feel good, and I wasn’t about to stop any time soon.


    


    


    ****


    


    Mid-morning approached before I woke the next day. I can’t recall the last time I’d slept that well. I needed the rest, but my mind was a fog when I awoke the next morning. It felt like a bloody hangover. I turned to my other side and found Jillian still sleeping beside me. Her wild, dark auburn hair was strewn about the pillow and she appeared so peaceful. After the fright she had only the day before, I couldn’t wake her. She sighed softly in her sleep and shifted slightly as she moved her hand. I resisted the temptation to touch her, and kiss her soft, slightly parted mouth. Instead, I stared at the yellow diamond that rested on her finger. The white-gold bracelet containing our initials never left her wrist. I couldn’t contain the slight grin on my mouth as I watched her, but the vibrating mobile on the nightstand broke me from my reverie.


    For a fleeting second, I had nearly forgotten about Wei. Dread curled up within me as my mobile continued to vibrate. I already knew he would call today, especially after the events of yesterday. Ian eliminated one of Wei’s men yesterday. I was expecting repercussions and retaliation. The mere thought caused stress to coil up within me and spread to every nerve in my body. I admit I was surprised I hadn’t already heard from him yet. As I rounded the bed to retrieve the mobile, I spotted a clock on the wall. Eleven in the morning- yes, definitely late for Wei. Odd.


    


    I looked at the phone and piqued a brow when I saw the name displayed on the screen. Ian. Why the fuck is he calling me again?


    “Yes?” I answered, a bit apprehensive as to why the bloke was calling me.


    “Check the news,” came his simple response. He remained quiet as I left the bedroom and entered entertainment area of the suite. I picked up the clicker and turned on the flat screen.


    I didn’t know which channels held the news stations in this area of Ohio, so I flipped through a few channels until I found a breaking news strip at the bottom of a local news station.


    “You’re welcome,” Ian said into the phone, then the call ended.


    “Bloody hell,” I hissed as I read the red strip at the bottom of a channel. The entire display reminded me of the red strip that flashed from BBC World News, when my father was killed in that fire. I paid Ian to make everything appear as an accident when my father was killed. I did what was fucking necessary to protect Jillian, but I promised myself that I would never resort to that sort of problem solving again.


    Ian worked more timely and efficiently than I had expected. Yet this display I saw on the screen before me, was anything but an accident. Ian didn’t even attempt to stage an accident with this one. Moreover, I did not pay the man to do this. Ian Brennan had a vendetta of his own accord, and he left a message- loud and clear.


    


    DRUG RING BUSTED: MEN FOUND DEAD IN WAREHOUSE


    


    I watched the news story unfold on the screen, still standing there, holding the clicker.


    “At approximately three-thirty this morning, New York time, police officials responded to a call from an abandoned warehouse on the corner of Grand and Union Avenue,” the female reporter spoke into the news camera. This was two blocks away from Jillian’s animal shelter.


    “... Officials reported that forty-five year old Jian Wei was found lifeless in an old warehouse just off Grand Avenue. At this time, details are deemed too graphic for public report, but the DEA has reported that three other bodies have been found with Mr. Wei’s within that same warehouse, along with ten thousand pounds of heroin and two firearms. Officials are still investigating possible suspects, as well as who made that phone call to police… we will have more details as the story unfolds. Back to you, Jan...”


    


    I stared at the screen. Jian Wei. This was the type of man my father did dirty business with, the type of man my father owed such great debt…


    I picked up my mobile to call Ian again, but the number did not go through.


    “I’m sorry. The number you are trying to reach... is no longer in service. Please check the number and dial again…” The automated message responded.


    I was trying to wrap my head around all this bloody mess when Jillian approached me from behind and wrapped her arms around my waist.


    “What’s wrong?” She asked softly. I glanced down at her, and silently noted how immensely grateful I was to Ian for going with his intuition, and being in the right place at precisely the right time. I’ll never forget what happened at Jackson’s party last spring, but I also can’t forget what occurred yesterday.


    


    “Karma is a bitch,” I responded after a few moments. The news story surrounding Wei’s death was on the flat screen again. It was the same story, no new developments. I watched Jill study the screen. She pursed her lips as she listened to the news report. Her brow furrowed and then she sucked on that bottom lip.


    “We should tell Ian,” she said quietly, but by the tone in her voice, I could tell she already knew.


    “He already knows.”


    She nodded silently. “What does this mean for you?”


    “Nothing. Nothing can be traced back to me, because I was here. I never even had a chance to wire the money to him.”


    I could see the wheels spinning in her head. “Do you think he has friends?”


    “Friends? No. Business associates? Most likely, but nothing we should concern ourselves with.”


    I pulled her into a tight embrace and held her like this.


    “I love you,” I whispered into her ear.


    “I love you too.”


    “Shower with me.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    17. Jillian


    


    April


    


    


    I was a jittery mess of nerves as I looked at myself in the full length mirror. Is this really happening? Am I really marrying Mason Woodward?


    


    My hair was actually tame and hung in soft glossy curls down my shoulders. I almost didn’t recognize the woman staring back at me in the mirror’s reflection. My makeup was soft and delicate and the gown was a timeless cap-sleeve with a white overlay.


    Zara approached my side, wearing a bridesmaid dress in light yellow. “You look beautiful,” she said this softly. She helped me fasten the pearls around my neck.


    “There. You are really quite lovely,” she smiled at our reflections in the mirror. “Oh, one more thing.” She reached into her silk clutch and pulled out a small navy box wrapped in shimmery white ribbon.


    I looked up at her with a quizzical smile as I took the box. “I helped Mason pick this out, but don’t tell him that part.” She gave a prim smile as I took the box from her hand.


    Carefully I unwrapped the ribbon and opened the box. I inhaled a sharp breath when I saw what was inside. “He said he already got you a bracelet, so that was out.” Her green eyes flashed with another smile. An exquisite diamond hair clip lay on a bed of soft navy velvet. It was shaped like a butterfly and it was so classic and beautiful.


    Zara took the clip from my hands and very carefully tucked it to one side of my curls. It rested perfectly in my hair.


    She handed me a small white envelope once the clip was tucked perfectly in my hair. I opened the envelope and read Mason’s eloquent script.


    


    My Jilly Bean,


    I wanted to give you one last gift before we are married. I will see you soon, ready and waiting. Here’s to forever.


    All my love,


    Mason


    


    


    My heart fluttered profoundly in my chest as I read this message. We were upstairs in the small dressing suite. I could hear the soft music, very faint, coming from the pipe organ. I felt my face flame, growing pink in color. Elyse appeared in the doorway with my mom at that moment, they were carrying the bouquets. My mom carefully set down the bouquets on the mahogany table and looked at me.


    “Oh, Jilly Bean. My sweet Jilly. My baby.” My mom was already teary-eyed.


    “Mom please. You’ll make me cry and ruin the makeup,” I smiled.


    “Oh, I know. I just- I just wish your father could be here,” my mom began reminiscing.


    “I’m sorry, sweetie. I don’t want to make you ruin your makeup. It’s just that it was only yesterday you were this big.” She held her hand three feet off the ground.


    I felt my eyes glass over and my mom noticed it immediately. “Oh I’m going to stop right now.” She kissed both my cheeks and I pulled her into a warm hug.


    “I love you, mom.” I whispered.


    That sentiment was enough to make my mom tearful. “I love you too, honey. Ok, I am leaving now. I need to make sure your brother remembers what he is supposed to do.”


    I blew my mom some kisses as she exited the upstairs room where I was preparing. Elyse smoothed the back of my gown and made sure the pearl necklace I wore was not crooked.


    “Your mum is so sweet,” Zara complimented and she smiled, although I noted there was a bit of sadness in her eyes. I knew what she was thinking; her mother never even responded to the wedding invitation. Her one and only son was getting married today and she didn’t have the decency to acknowledge the wedding invitation. I was glad that at least Mason’s sister was here to share the day with us.


    I watched Zara stare down at her cell phone just after it vibrated. She scoffed and texted something furiously on her phone.


    “Is everything okay?” I asked her.


    “Yes of course,” she answered stiffly, although her mouth was still curled into a frown. She sent the message and then tucked her phone into her cream colored clutch.


    “It’s show time,” Elyse prompted with a grin. She handed us our bouquets.


    “Are you ready?” She asked me as she handed me my bouquet of white lilies and peonies.


    “Yes,” I smiled, although I felt my face become hot with nerves.


    I took several deep breaths. I never cared to have attention all over me. I grew up being the invisible girl, and now, many eyes were going to be on me as I walked down the church aisle.


    


    My nerves grew as I made my way down to the main church hall. This is the same church my parents were married in so many years ago; it’s tiny, but that was perfect for our wedding. The music from the cathedral grew louder, and so did my nerves.


    


    “Are you ready?” My brother asked me as I met him at the bottom step. He held his arm out to me and I nodded as I took in another deep breath. I often wondered what Travis thought about giving his younger sister away to his best friend. When I was sure nobody was looking, I lightly pinched my arm to make sure this was real and not just some fantasized dream I’d had for so many years.


    


    Nope. This is real, and my arm hurts.


    


    Travis guided me toward the entrance to the cathedral, and the music changed in notes and volume. I took another deep breath, feeling all the eyes on me, but then my eyes fell on him. He looked unbelievably hot in that black tuxedo, as though he’d just stepped off a photo shoot. And the way he’s looking at me… Suddenly my nerves left me as I focused on him, standing in the front with Jackson, and then I couldn’t help but smile.


    Travis took my arm and handed it over to Mason. Now it’s extremely real.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    18. Mason


    


    Good God. I watched her walk down the aisle, arm-in-arm with her brother, my good friend. I couldn’t take my eyes off Jillian. As she walked closer to me, our eyes met, and I smiled. My heart palpitated in my chest. She is the most exquisite woman I have ever laid eyes on, and she’s mine. If there was ever a moment of doubt, if there was ever a moment I wondered if I was making the right choice in committing my life to a woman- it was washed away. As I watched her approach the front of the church, memories danced across my mind.


    I recalled the time I first met her, when she was fourteen and dancing like a maniac in her small Brooklyn livingroom because she thought nobody was watching. I let out a small chuckle as I thought of that scenario, and the startled reaction she had on her face when she realized I’d been watching the entire time.


    I thought about the elated look on her face when I took her to buy new eyeglasses… and then I recalled the time I nearly committed murder when a college shithead tried to take advantage of her while she was in High School. My mind then drifted to the first time I reconnected with her after five years of absence. My motives were cruel and vindictive. I was a different man then-


    All of those fleeting thoughts and memories were interrupted when Jillian approached the front of the church. Travis placed her arm in mine, and then cast me a look that only I would see and understand. There was a slight warning in that look, and then he smiled and placed his hand on my shoulder before he moved to stand at my side. Everything after that seemed a blur, because I could only focus on Jillian.


    


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~


    


    Our wedding reception was at the Central Park Boathouse. Jillian said she had always wanted her wedding reception there, and I made certain to give her every damn thing she wanted for this special day. Personally, I could only fantasize about tearing that white silk and lace from her body and claim her as my wife. It was a struggle to control my thoughts and behave for the remainder of the evening.


    I confess I was apprehensive about dancing at the wedding. I should say that it wasn’t the dancing alone, but it was the tradition of it all. My mother was in the middle of another episode, claiming that she was having another “emotional crisis” and would be unable to attend the wedding. I did not argue with my mother because I did not want her at the wedding in the first place, and certainly did not want this bloody stupid mother and son dance that seemed to be a part of wedding traditions. Jillian had a brilliant idea.


    “Travis is giving me away at the wedding, and instead of having a father and daughter dance, we’re going to have a brother and sister dance. You should dance with Zara.” She had suggested one night. “It can be our own unconventional thing, because we’re… unconventional.”


    


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


    


    


    Finally, the hour came when it was time to leave the reception. I nearly yanked her into my waiting silver Benz. I practiced patience as she waved to our family and friends.


    I carried her through the thresh hold of my penthouse. I had a surprise destination for our honeymoon, but tonight, I would take her as my wife.


    I set her down, and admired the beauty before me, without the spectating audience surrounding us. I wanted to rip that fabric from her body and bind her hands with the strewn fabric.


    I couldn’t do that, not tonight. Women save their wedding gowns, right?


    I shook the thoughts from my mind, and pulled her tightly to me. “So gorgeous,” I whispered as I felt the heated skin on her neck against my lips. I pulled her lips to mine and ravenously took her mouth.


    I still wanted to tear the fabric from her body, but no, this time I was going to enjoy unwrapping this gift. My hands raked up and down her back as I pinned her against my body. With silent command, I turned her around and pulled those soft curls to one side. I heard the soft gasp escape her lips as my mouth left a trail of heat down the nape of her neck. My fingers diligently unfastened the silk buttons that lined her lower back. I was unwrapping this silk present with such slowness, much too slow for my own taste, but I was going to enjoy every moment of this and so would she.


    I finally peeled the dress away from her body and gently rested it on the nearby armchair. She stood in an ivory, lace bosque, complete with a matching thong.


    Goddamn, more unwrapping. I couldn’t hide the wolfish grin on my face as I continued peeling more lace from the heat of her skin. I could tell by the crimson flush of her cheeks that she was ready to be taken. Once her body was free from the confines of traditional bridal lingerie, my lips trailed a path from her neck, down her stomach. I could smell her sweet arousal. I needed a taste.


    She silently stood at the foot of the bed as I kissed up her inner thigh, and then sensuously kissed the folds between her thighs. A soft moan left her, and her knees nearly buckled as my tongue moved over that sweet, delicate wet clit. I licked and sucked, savoring every taste. I felt her thighs quiver as I nibbled lightly. My grasp on her hips was dominating and she wasn’t going anywhere unless I let her, but I figured she’d be more comfortable on the bed. Very gently, I guided her closer to the bed and lay her down. She lie on her back and looked up at me with a flushed face; her chest heaved deeply.


    “Open your legs for me, darling.”


    She obliged and I buried my face between her thighs, licking and sucking every bit of her. My tongue slid along the inside of her glistening cunt, savoring her taste. Her moans became more whimpery. Bloody hell. I love those sounds she makes. My tongue circled around her swollen clit, just so I could hear those sounds amplified.


    “I want your pleasure, darling,” I coaxed in a gentle growl as I slid two fingers inside her and pumped furiously. Her pussy clenched around my fingers. “Give it to me.”


    Her breathing was erratic, and I felt her tighten as I picked up the pace, drilling into her. Her hands clenched the duvet on the bed as her moans grew louder.


    “Give it to me. Now.”


    Within a few seconds, she released around my fingers. I felt her muscles flex as she pressed her head against the duvet. I withdrew my fingers and licked around her clit, enjoying her taste. Once she had calmed down, I undressed myself and then I kissed up her body.


    There was a dull ache in my cock. I grasped her hands and held them above her head as I kissed her mouth sensuously.


    “Do you taste yourself on me, my darling?”


    “Yes.” Her dark eyes locked with my own and were filled with such lust and love. I felt her writhe slightly beneath me as I rubbed my cock against the sensitive wetness between her thighs. I massaged her like this, and watched her close her eyes from the pleasure. I kept her wrists grasped in one binding handful as I continued stroking her like this.


    “Open your legs more, sweetheart. I’m going to take you as my wife.” She complied and in one swift, deep stroke, my cock was buried to the hilt.


    She let out a trembling breath. I began moving in and out, thrusting deeply as I felt every inch of her slick insides. My wife. She moaned with every thrust I gave her; I tried to be gentle, I really did- but those noises she made beneath me only triggered me further. My tempo increased. I lifted her legs her ankles were draped over my shoulders, and I was balls-deep inside her tightness. I felt her orgasm around my cock, and then I released deeply inside her.


    “Fuck…” I gasped as I collapsed on top of her.


    “Oh, you’re such a romantic,” she teased once we’d both calmed down. I felt her delicate fingers rake through my hair.


    “Of course. That’s why you married me.” I smirked.


    She only laughed lightly.


    I finally rolled off her and pulled her close to me. She lay on her side, facing me, but it wasn’t long before she was in a half-sleep state. I admired the beauty beside me. My light. My wife. If folks had predicted two years ago that I would marry little Ms. Jillian Pryor, I would have laughed and called it bollocks. Life can be a fucking amazing thing at times, and I’d never stopped to realize that until Jillian tore down my walls. I grew up believing that I didn’t deserve happiness, or that love could be this meaningful. And now, I understand fully what it means to love and be loved. I know what it means to be content- happy, actually. I’m not saying every moment will be this fucking perfect, but she’ll be worth all the bad times, along with the good. She’s everything to me.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    19. Mason Woodward


    


    


    I slept very lightly, hardly at all actually. I watched my beautiful wife sleep softly. The sun came up just over the horizon, which cast a glow on her gorgeous face. I glanced at the clock, and noted that it was nearly nine in the morning. Our close family and friends would be meeting us downstairs in the dining hall for a breakfast. I had plans of my own, and I have been looking forward to this moment for the last month.


    I raked my fingers through her dark auburn tresses and waited for her to wake. Her eyelids fluttered and then I saw those dark eyes looking up at me.


    “Morning,” she murmured, still sleepy.


    “Good morning. I hope I didn’t exhaust you too much,” I couldn’t help but smirk.


    “I feel fine, but I’m a little sore between my thighs.” She sat up in the bed with a glint in her dark eyes as she kept her gaze on mine.


    The simple statement sent a rush to my cock, but we both glanced at the clock.


    “We have to be downstairs in ten minutes!” She gasped. “I told everyone the breakfast was at nine-thirty!” She scrambled out of the bed.


    “Why did you request something so early in the morning when you knew I’d keep you up the whole night?” I grinned with a tease. I watched her ass move as she scrambled to find something suitable to wear.


    Perfect.


    She laughed and glanced over her shoulder. “Actually, Zara and Elyse organized this. I tried to pick the latest hour I could get away with!”


    


    We both freshened and presented ourselves as decent as possible. Jillian pulled her gorgeous hair into a ponytail and slipped into a quarter-sleeve cotton dress. We left our hotel suite and met everyone in the dining hall.


    Mrs. Pryor and Travis appeared weary, but were smiling. They were standing with Jillian’s Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe and their teenage daughter, Allie. Zara was standing with Piper and Elyse.


    Jackson was not present.


    “Hi lovers!” Elyse cooed. “You look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning.”


    “Oh Ly. Just stop.” Jill laughed with a deep crimson flush to her cheeks.


    


    Breakfast was served and everyone laughed and talked as we dined. Quite honestly, it was a blur. I had my mind on other things.


    Once the china had been cleared, I stood. All eyes turned on me. Most of the people present, knew what I was about to say.


    “Most of you know already what I’m going to say. Jillian and I would like to thank you for celebrating our special time with us…”


    Bollocks. I’d known what I was going to say for the last month. I’ve given hundreds of public speeches in the past. Suddenly, especially with Jillian’s eyes on me, I slipped and my mind went blank. I could only focus on one thing.


    


    “Oh, get on with it, Mason.” Zara smiled and then sipped her mimosa.


    Everyone laughed, but the words had left me. I cleared my throat and looked down at Jillian. I took her hand within mine.


    “I had an entire thank you speech prepared, but I’ll get down to the point.”


    “You don’t have to make everything so formal. This isn’t a business meeting.” Jillian laughed.


    I smiled and looked at her again. “Most everyone knows what I’m about to say. Jillian, for the last several months, you have stood by me, even when it was difficult for you to do it. I know I’m not an easy person to deal with most of the time.”


    She gave me a quizzical look.


    “You’ve been asking me to take you to London. And I thought there was no better time for you to see where I’ve grown up than now.”


    I watched her eyes flare open and her mouth dropped open. A huge smile lit up her face.


    “We’re going to London? You’re finally, actually going to take me?” She looked at Elyse, and then Zara. Travis only grinned. I had told him my plans well over a month ago.


    “When do we leave?” Jillian asked as she stood. She wrapped her arms around my frame. I held her closely.


    “Tonight,” I smiled. Thanks to Ian’s timing, I did not have to sell everything I had inherited, including the company plane or my residence in London.


    Jillian’s hand flew to her mouth and she bounced in her shoes. She pulled away slightly, only so she could look up at me.


    “Am I going to meet your mother?”


    


    Bloody hell. After all this time, I was going to bring her to London, finally. And she had to ask about my mum.


    Zara and I exchanged glances and I could see the small frown on her face.


    “Actually, our mother will not be there. She’s gone on a short holiday to Mumbai.” Zara’s green eyes darted to mine.


    This was news to me.


    “Sorry. She sent me a text message just before the wedding to say she was having a mental crisis and needed a holiday to see her family.” Zara explained with great discomfort, and then swallowed the remains of her mimosa.


    I could pretend that my mother’s behavior didn’t hurt. But it did, even if it was just a pinch. Jillian reached over and squeezed my hand and the simple gesture eased the slight ache.


    


    


    I turned to my wife. “It will just be the two of us. I’ll show you everything you want to see. I’ll give you the grand tour.”


    Her face lit up the room and she kept her arms wrapped tightly around my torso.


    “Oh wow. I’m so excited! I’ve never been anywhere but New York and Ohio! This will be my first real vacation! Our first real holiday together!” She was radiant as she gazed up at me. “Can we visit the London Bridge and ride those London buses with the double floors?”


    “Why do you want to take public transportation? I do have car.” I laughed and cast my sister a glance. She appeared as confused as I was.


    “It’s not the same!” Jillian laughed, and I could only shake my head.


    “Mason, just go with it.” Elyse offered her advice.


    “I’ll also take you to the London Eye, at night.” I leaned in to whisper into her ear. “Of course, after I give you the grand tour.” My tone was suggestive, and I felt her catch her breathe at my dark promises I whispered into her ear.


    


    


    ~~~~


    


    


    I was nervous about bringing my new wife home to England and I wasn’t certain why I felt this way at first. I watched her look out the window as the plane was preparing to land in Heathrow. I don’t recall ever being as mesmerized as she was about the view. She gasped and awed over the view as we neared Heathrow. I was enraptured by her transparency; she held nothing back.


    “I think I see the clock tower!” She breathed in deeply as she gazed out the window. She glanced at me over her shoulder, and then turned back to the window.


    Her reaction to this entire trip was entertainment enough for me. Her response to everything caused me to realize how numb I had become to everything over the years. I felt like I was experiencing everything for the first time through her.


    


    I had my Aston Martin delivered to the airport, so I could drive her around the city myself. For the first few days at least, I wanted to have her entirely to myself. This was supposed to be our honeymoon, after all.


    I brought her back to the small residence I keep in Soho. I bought this flat in my younger days because it was closer to the trendier bars and clubs; the drinks and women served as a perfect distraction from my weekend business visits with my father. As I let Jillian through the front door, it hit me how lonely I had been in this place until now.


    The front lights flicked on automatically as we stepped in through the door. I watched Jillian glance around.


    “This is where you spend your time in London?” She asked with awe in her voice.


    “This is where I sleep when I am visiting,” I answered. “I plan to sell it soon, and buy a place where we can build new memories together.”


    I watched her walk around the flat. Her heels clacked lightly on the dark marble floor as she took in the modern, masculine appearance of my state-of-the-art bachelor pad.


    She was captivating as she took in the sight. I followed her as she walked around.


    “Are you going to give me a tour?” She asked with a huge smile.


    “Come here,” I responded, pulling her small frame tightly against mine. “I’m going to give you a tour, but I’ll be fucking you at the same time.”


    Her dark eyes widened, and the heat spread to her cheeks. “I’m going to hear you gasping and moaning for me as I take you in every room of my flat.”


    I locked my hand around her wrists and pulled her in the direction of my bedroom. I kicked open the door, since my hands were wrapped around her wrists.


    Her dress was the first thing to go. The rip of fabric met our ears. The emerald cotton of her dress fell to the polished cherry wood at her feet as I tore it from her body.


    I looked down at her, the hot need pressing within me.


    “This is the bedroom,” I whispered gruffly. “We’ll start the tour here.”


    I kept her wrists clasped above her head and raked in the sight of her delicious nude curves.


    My wife.


    I let go of her wrists, but not without an order. “Keep your arms just like that, above your head.”


    She nodded as our eyes locked. The desire was written all over her flushed face.


    I circled around her slowly, drinking in her beauty.


    “I remember the first time I saw you. The first time I truly laid eyes on you when you exited the Starbucks just after calling me. Do you remember that night?” I felt my breath caress her ear, and I trailed my fingers down the nape of her neck. She leaned in toward my touch and closed her eyes.


    “How could I not remember that night?” She answered as her dark eyes followed my every move.


    I felt my lips twitch into a slight smile and my hand caressed the other side of her neck. “I couldn’t believe the sight before me. I thought, ‘my God. She’s beautiful.’”


    She inhaled deeply, and her legs quivered slightly. I wasn’t even touching her yet.


    Without a word, I pushed her onto the bed, and she landed on her back. Her bare legs remained dangled over the bed, and I took her ankles within my grasp. Tenderly, slowly yet hungrily, I trailed kisses from her ankles, up her calves, over her knees, up her inner thighs.


    Her breathing became a little more erratic as I moved ever-so-slowly up her inner thighs, closing in on her wet heat. I could already smell her arousal, and it fueled the fiery need that stirred within me. With two hands, I tore the violet lace from her hips.


    I watched her writhe with need against the duvet. Without a word, I flipped her onto her stomach. With shreds of her purple lace, I bound her wrists firmly against the iron rails of the headboard.


    “Does this remind you of old times?” I smirked.


    “It wasn’t that long ago,” Jill commented, and the answer was met with a slap to her ass.


    She gasped.


    I studied the sight of her, stomach pressed against the duvet with wrists bound to the king sized rot iron headboard. My cock was hard, aching within the restraint of my trousers.


    I kept my gaze on her as I undressed myself. I forced her thighs apart and dipped two fingers swiftly inside her. She was warm and slick, ready for me.


    “Tell me what you need,” I whispered with my body pressed firmly against hers.


    “I need you… Sir.” She whispered with desperation in her voice.


    “Say it. Specifically.” I smacked the delicious curve of her rear.


    “I need your cock. I need you to fuck me,” she begged in a gasp and it pleased me greatly.


    “Well, when you say it like that… how can I deny my wife?” I answered hoarsely. With one swift thrust, I was inside her. I sucked in a sharp breath and groaned, and heard her gasps as I thrust deeply, to the hilt. Her tightness wrapped around my length and massaged every inch.


    The noises she made fueled my tempo and I was relentless. My hands gripped her ass, leaving marks that would be present the next morning. I leaned forward and nipped her neck and ears.


    She gasped and moaned my name repeatedly, even when I slowed my thrusting to a steady, grinding motion against her clit. Her moans turned into desperate groans and I felt her muscles clench around around my cock. I was done for… I released with a tug of her hair.


    I was exhausted from the lack of sleep, the travel, and my carnal need for her. I remained on top of her, breathing heavily for several minutes.


    “I love you, Mason,” she whispered.


    I reached up and unbound her wrists from the bed frame.


    “I love you, my Jilly Bean.” I stated as she rolled over to face me.


    I kissed her lips, and she smiled before she kissed my nose.


    “Are you going to show me the rest of your flat?” She asked.


    I smirked. “Greedy thing. Of course, once I regain my strength. If I’m going to give you the grand tour, I’d best do it right.”


    She laughed lightly against my chest.


    


    Hours later, I resumed the tour, and introduced each room, before I took her on a surface or position of my choosing.


    “This is the kitchen,” I stated simply as I bent her over the dark granite island.


    “I see that,” she returned a snarky tone, and it was excuse enough for me to spank that ass.


    “Ms. P- Woodward-”


    “Mrs. Woodward. There is no more Ms. Pryor for you,” she continued with sass.


    I swear, my wife asks for this…


    “Are you asking for a sound spanking, Mrs. Woodward?” I asked firmly.


    “Perhaps. So what if I was? Is that so bad?”


    I tried to contain my cool, domineering tone, but she made it very difficult. I love her sass.


    “No, Mrs. Woodward, it’s not bad at all- but if you ask for it, I will give it to you.”


    “So give it.”


    Fucking hell. This woman. “Very well, my darling.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    20. Jillian Woodward


    


    


    One year later…


    


    


    


    I awoke and glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand beside Mason’s side of the bed. The bright red numbers read 3:08 am. His side of the bed remained untouched, and I sat up quickly when I realized the penthouse was too quiet. Mason never came home. Worried, I searched for my cell phone and realized I left it in the other room.


    Quietly, my barefeet padded across the carpet of our bedroom. I wore one of Mason’s black t-shirts, and it was the only thing that covered the top half of my body. I left our bedroom and turned a corner. The door to the next room was left wide open, as it always is these days. I peered into the room, and my heart melted.


    Mason was rested in the chocolate leather glider, half asleep. His black suit jacket was strewn across the matching ottoman and his matching tie had fallen to the floor. He still wore his white silk button-down, which was a rumpled mess. Our three month old daughter lay sleeping peacefully on his chest as he rested back in the cushioned chair. I couldn’t bring myself to disturb them, and the flash of my camera would wake Julia, so I leaned against the frame of the doorway and admired the sight of them together. My heart melted by the second. Gemma was resting with her head on Mason’s foot, eyes closed.


    I watched our infant daughter sleep on her father’s chest. She was born with a head full of thick, black hair. She wore a green polka dot sleeper with little white sheep printed on the material. Mason’s hands remained pressed gently against her back to support her while she slept.


    


    After admiring the view, I crossed the exquisite nursery and planted a kiss on my husband’s forehead, and then scooped our baby into my arms. Julia’s absence was enough to wake Mason and he shifted.


    “Hello love,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep like that.”


    I couldn’t stop smiling, and then I saw the wet drool stain on Mason’s rumpled silk button-down, and I giggled softly.


    Mason glanced down at his chest, and then shrugged. He stood as I held our daughter and he removed the shirt from his body.


    The olive muscles on his shoulders and broad back flexed as he removed the shirt from his body and tossed it into the wicker clothes hamper. We’ve been married for a year, and I don’t think I’ll ever tire of the sight of him shirtless.


    “I was worried when I woke up and saw that you didn’t touch your side of the bed,” I whispered as I cradled the baby.


    Mason gave a sheepish grin and wrapped his large arms around me and our sleeping daughter. “I think the sleepless nights have taken a toll on you. You were sound asleep by the time I arrived home around seven. She started fussing, and I didn’t want her to wake you.”


    


    I looked over my shoulder, and our eyes met. “I love you. Thanks for letting me sleep.”


    “Of course,” Mason’s eyes shone and every time I see his smile, my heart swells.


    He took our daughter from my arms and very gently, very carefully placed her in the crib. He was being overly cautious; he still tucks her in as though he’s afraid he might accidentally break her. All other times, I have to pry her away from him. When my family visits, it’s a struggle for my mom or Travis to get a hold of her.


    


    


    If I knew that he was going to be like this with her, I wouldn’t have been so nervous about telling him I was pregnant. I still remember that day; it was at the tail-end of our honeymoon. The pink stripes on the test stick that morning screamed at me.


    Oh shit.


    I debated whether I should just try to sneak out to a clinic and get a blood test to confirm or deny, rather than falsely scare Mason. He had made it perfectly clear that the dog was more than enough for us.


    No, we promised each other no more secrets, even if they are false positives or negatives, I reminded myself of this.


    


    “Good morning, love,” Mason greeted me with a smile as he poured us each cups of coffee.


    “Morning sweetie.” I glanced at the coffee on the granite countertop. I wasn’t sure if it was my nerves, or it was the actual smell of coffee, but I suddenly felt nauseous.


    “I reserved a table at The Shard,” Mason’s grin would have been panty melting if I didn’t feel so green at the moment.


    “Oh that’s good,” I mumbled.


    “I recall you liked it there very much last week,” He smirked and took a sip of his coffee. He looked at me. “Are you alright? You look pale.”


    He pulled out a wooden chair at the small table in the kitchen and I sat, and then he sat with me.


    “I think I’m okay,” I answered. Honestly, that depends on you.


    He glanced at me suspiciously. “What is it?” He took another sip of his coffee as he looked at me.


    Here goes. “Well, I was wondering … maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if we had kids someday?”


    Mason spit his coffee out, and started coughing.


    


    “Oh my God, are you okay?” I got up and started patting his back.


    “I’m fine,” he answered hoarsely, and pushed his cup away. “Bloody hell, Jill. Where did you come up with that?”


    “It was just a thought…” I started to retreat in my explanation.


    Mason’s brow creased and the knot in his jaw tightened.


    “Actually, no. It wasn’t just a thought. I’ve been feeling sick off and on lately so I took a test this morning… and it was positive…”


    Mason closed his eyes and I think the blood drained from his face. I watched him bury his face in his hands. He remained like this for several moments, with his elbows resting on the table. Occasionally, he raked his hands through his hair, before covering his face with his hands again.


    “Mason, say something. I don’t want to go through this alone.”


    My heart thundered in my chest as I waited for him to respond.


    Finally, he looked up. His face was crimson. “I never said you would have to go through this alone. I just… needed a minute… to think…”


    I watched him rub his hands over his face, as he often does when he’s severely distressed.


    “What are you thinking?”


    Mason was silent for several more minutes.


    Finally he answered, and the expression on his face was perplexed. “I’m thinking of reasons why I shouldn’t be upset about this…”


    “Well you shouldn’t be upset. I didn’t knock myself up.”


    He let out a short laugh, but still rubbed his hands over his face in contemplation. After a few minutes more, he spoke again.


    “I’m thinking that if you are in fact expecting, our child couldn't be blessed with a better mother. Maybe it won’t be so screwed up.”


    He still looked stressed, but he turned and looked at me. “Come here,” he gently reached over and pulled me onto his lap.


    “There are many things I’ve taken on in my life that I was convinced I didn’t want, but they actually give me a great deal of happiness: You, the dog, and… maybe this…” his lip twitched, as though he was still uncertain. “Whatever the case may be, I’ll be here with you because I love you.”


    I smiled. My Mason. Warmth and relief washed over my being, and the queasy feeling diminished a bit. He kept his strong arms wrapped around me and rested his lips against my neck. As we sat there, I considered how far he has come. I thought about the man who waited for me in the silver Benz outside the Starbucks on that cold night… but, he’s not that man anymore.


    


    ~~~~


    


    “Have you ever thought about returning to New York?” Mason’s question to my brother snapped me from my memory.


    


    He and Travis were sitting on the sofa, watching a baseball game on the television. I sat with Julia on my lap in the livingroom of my aunt and uncle’s farmhouse in Ohio. Mason and I were there for the weekend, and I watched as he was again trying to talk Travis into moving back to New York.


    “What for?” Travis asked as he topped off the rest of his beer. He stood and retreated into the kitchen and returned moments later with two cans. He handed one to Mason.


    “You seem to dislike your job and what the hell is there in Ohio? You can’t possibly like it here.”


    “I have a job, and a place to live. That’s good enough for me.” Travis answered as he popped the lid on the can.


    “Easy on the beer, Travis. We haven’t even eaten dinner yet,” my mom scolded him from the kitchen.


    “I have been looking for a new CFO for months, and I haven’t found a bloody soul I can trust enough.”


    “Where is this going?” Travis asked with skepticism.


    “Face it, Mate. There is nothing for you here.” My husband persisted. My Mason still insists on having the upper hand in all things. I’ve come to accept that about him. It doesn’t mean I’m not entertained when others challenge him.


    “I got plenty going on here. I’m not leeching off you or your various enterprises,” Travis answered. “Do you know how fucking awkward it would be to work for my best friend?”


    “Language.” Mason reminded my brother, gesturing toward our daughter, who was still propped upright on my lap.


    I rolled my eyes, and Travis stated exactly what I was thinking.


    “You just said ‘bloody.’ That’s the same thing where you’re from.” Travis eyed me. “You live with this guy?”


    I smiled and shrugged. “He’s useful for some things.”


    “Bloody doesn’t mean the same thing around here. It’s less offensive.” Mason explained as he popped the lid on the can.


    Travis gave him a look. “Right. And that’s exactly why I won’t work for you.”


    Mason looked to me for backup and I shook my head. No way, I’m not getting in the middle of this. It’s way too amusing.


    “Travis! You never cleared the dishwasher and is that your second beer before dinner?” My mother persisted in the kitchen.


    Mason threw his head back and laughed. Travis grimaced and punched him in the arm.


    “On second thought, New York sounds good. I don’t know about the CFO position, but I can help you organize some sh-” he looked over to Julia, who played on my lap. “I’ll help you sort everything, but I won’t be micromanaged and I’m not making any promises.”


    


    My heart leapt with excitement. Travis is coming back to New York! I wasn’t worried about mom. She seemed happy here with my aunt and uncle, and cousin.


    “Do you hear that, Julia? We will be seeing much more of your Uncle Travy,” I spoke softly to her. My husband and brother were still discussing the potential plan while the game played in the background.


    


    


    “Brilliant. We’ll sort the details and start arrangements on Monday.” Mason was already sounding like a CEO, ready for Monday, and it was only Saturday night.


    Travis seemed a little hesitant. My husband only grinned, because once again, he got his way. Julia began fussing since it was close to her meal time, and I stood as I held her in my arms. I patted her back as I walked into the kitchen.


    Mason rounded the corner and gently took the baby from my arms.


    “Hello princess,” He smiled to our daughter and then kissed my forehead. She held her head up and smiled at the sound of his voice. She fixated her gaze on him as he spoke to her.


    “I was just about to feed her,” I said softly. I grabbed a prepared bottle from the refrigerator.


    “Let me hold her while you get her bottle,” Mason said, leaving no room for question.


    I rolled my eyes but only smiled.


    My brother came up behind me as he eyed his best friend. “I never would have pegged him for a family man.”


    “I didn’t either, but he won’t let me hold her for five minutes.” I joked.


    “You’re in so much trouble. You know that, right?” Travis smirked. “Just wait until she’s old enough to date.”


    “Bloody hell.” Mason scowled, stopping in his tracks. “She’s not dating until she’s at least forty.” He carried that domineering tone in his voice.


    “Yeah. Have fun with that.” My brother seemed to be enjoying this.


    My husband’s face contorted into one of worry. “As long as she doesn’t run into any bloke like me…”


    “Travis, stop.” I laughed. “You’re going to make Mason turn gray before he’s forty.” My brother only laughed and then left the kitchen, again forgetting to unload the dishwasher.


    I warmed the bottle and tested the temperature before Mason took it from me, just before he kissed my lips softly.


    “I love you,” I whispered.


    “I love you too.” He answered with a smile. “Always.”


    


    


    


    ~~The End~~


    


    Mason’s and Jillian’s story is concluded, but this isn’t goodbye!


    

  


  
    



    


    Thank you for reading this series! Your feedback means so much!


    Please don’t forget to rate and review on Amazon and Goodreads.


    


    


    Rate on Amazon:


    http://www.Title/gp/product/B00YLF9E3O?*Version*=1&*entries*=0


    


    Rate on Goodreads:


    https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25863842-end-game


    


    Thank you so much for your reviews!


    


    Love,


    Willa
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