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HIS PAWN
Book 1 in The Manhattan Series
 
 
WILLA THORNE



“I was angry with my friend:
I told my wrath, my wrath did end.
I was angry with my foe:
I told it not, my wrath did grow.” 
― William Blake 
CHAPTER 1
 
Mason
 
 
 
A classical symphony played over the sound system throughout the empty penthouse.  The music was on low, and the lighting was fixed perfectly to help my preparation for this evening’s dinner meeting.  The fluid notes did nothing to soothe the downward spiral I felt my mood slipping into.  A crystal tumbler of Macallan was in my hand as I paced across the plush navy rug.  The housekeeper was already gone for the day, but she’d laid out the Brioni suit as I instructed.  The incessant vibe of my mobile only added an irritating backdrop to the sonata now played over the speakers as I prepared for this evening’s important event.
A gentle fire crackled in the stone hearth across the room and I stared into the blaze as I gulped the strong liquid in my glass.  The strong burn down my throat did nothing to ease the hardness I felt in my chest.  I was miserable.
Again, the mobile vibrated on my nightstand as I fastened the silver cufflinks.  My father was most likely calling for the hundredth time, to lecture me on the importance of tonight.  I dismissed the call, as I usually do, and was distracted when a commotion echoed from the large closet down the hall.  The noise pinched a nerve and when I flung the door open to see what crashed to the floor, I found a small pile of old belongings.  At the top of the mess was wooden photo frame, which was long forgotten.  A temporary cleaning lady was hired the week before while my usual housekeeper was feeling poorly.  The temporary fill-in must have shoved items into shelves while she was cleaning and organizing.  It caused several items on the top shelf to crash to the floor.  I retrieved the wooden frame and stared at the photo through the cracked glass. 
The image portrayed another lifetime.  Two young men smiled through the frame, one was about five inches shorter in height.  His expression so laid-back as he held his Fender in the photo and sported a ripped, faded denim jacket.  In all my life, I’d only had one friend who was like a brother, and that was the man in this image.  Travis Pryor was my opposite in every way imaginable.  His younger sister, Jillian, took this photo while we were at a family picnic.  We jokingly called her “Jilly Bean.” I thought I’d tossed this out a long time ago.  The picture caused an uproar of memories to wash through me.  The picture fell back to the pile on the floor and I pinched the bridge of my nose as I tried to put an end to the flood of thoughts.  
That’s enough.  In one bitter swipe, I grabbed the frame and chucked it into the nearest waste basket and then grabbed the mobile from the nightstand.  There were five missed calls: four from my father and one from a woman I’d seen just three nights ago.  I listened to her voicemail as I filled my tumbler with another shot of Macallan.
“Hi, Mason.  Oh, Mr. Woodward.  It’s Becky.  I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the other night.  You rocked my world.  I want to see you soon and show you the other tricks I can do with my tongue.  Call me.” Her flirty voice hiccuped into the phone.
Tempting.  For a second, I considered dialing her number to meet with her after the dinner, but I thought twice when I realized she was obviously a bit tipsy when she rang my number.  She was amazingly fun and sexy as hell, however she seemed a little desperate and I never saw the same woman so soon.  I never allowed any woman to get too attached; that was my number one rule.  All thoughts of sex were pushed aside as I finished preparing for the evening.  There were more important business matters to address in the meantime.
 
****
 
The table was brimming with animated talk, mainly in Japanese since my guests hailed from Tokyo.  I was bored out of my mind, but the investors were clearly entertained.
“Kanpai!” They exclaimed as they raised their crystal champagne flutes in the air.
I personally abhorred fish, especially the raw texture of sushi.  Still, I plastered a smile to my face and raised my own champagne flute in the air before bringing the crystal to my lips.  As always, the drink was delicious.  It was my own personal favorite, and I pulled out all the stops this evening in order to charm these men and their female companions.
Winning these men over would mean my father’s enterprise, J.A. Woodward & Company, would be well-represented in Japan.  My father’s company manages subsidiaries that mainly revolve around various insurance policies.  The company and its two branches in London and New York have been around for longer than I have been alive.  Now the goal is to expand another location to Tokyo.  
Bloody brilliant.  These past seventeen years living in Manhattan have jaded me.  My father was never a family man; It has always been business.  Procreation was done for the sole purpose of creating heirs to the family name.  Nothing more.  As such, I was managing the New York branch while he managed the largest of the locations in London, where I was born and raised.
I was brought here at the ripe age of sixteen to attend High School, and from there I was thrown into the corporate world of J.A. Woodward and Company.  I’ve been bred to take over the family legacy and now I must manage the New York location.  He assigned me the task of charming these investors and by the looks of it, I’ve done a fine job so far.
The women they brought along seemed quite happy as they chatted amongst one another quietly.  They were clearly hired escorts.  The men seemed to be enjoying American culture; this is an upscale location, so the women were adorned in high-end silks and diamonds.  Their behavior, although subtle in this swanky location, suggested these men were paying top dollar and would end the evening wrapped up in their luscious thighs. 
I had lost track as to how much I had spent on the champagne by now, but it’s really no concern of mine.  I discussed business with the men over dinner, although the business end of the talk was not as in-depth as I had expected it to be.  I kept the champagne and drinks flowing and ran an open tab.
I won’t bore you with the monotonous details of mergers and acquisitions.  Truthfully, I couldn’t care less.  This was all my father’s agenda and I was merely a pawn.  I’ve developed my own enterprise to manage.  It’s running on ten in the evening and I need to be in my Chicago office early in the morning, as I have my own business matters to attend to.
After taking a sip from my flute, I cast a quick glance at my dinner date.  Although I didn’t show it, I was agitated by the woman at my side.  This beauty, exquisite as she was, reminded me too much of a past I’ve long tried to forget.  The more I looked at her, the more resentment that stirred.
Long, glossy blond hair hung down one shoulder and that fine silk dress was my favorite shade of red.  It hugged her cleavage beautifully.  She had a body to die for and those red lips… I imagined them wrapped around my cock.  I allowed my eyes to leer on her form as I decide whether to bring her home with me this evening.
I watched her stare at the sparkling jewelry decorating the necks and wrists of the escorts.  She gave the man sitting across from us a dazzling smile as she absorbed their compliments on her beauty.  I decided I was not taking her home this evening.  I had struggled the entire night to keep my mind focused and controlled.  Yet the floodgates opened and the memories came crashing down.  The woman at my side reminded me of my ex-girlfriend, Ella.  I had given this woman my whole heart.
I met her in my junior year at Columbia and she quickly became the love of my life.  There wasn’t a damn thing I wouldn’t have done for her and I fully intended to give her the world.  After I graduated from NYU with my MBA, I purchased the most exquisite ring money could buy.  I intended to make her my wife, and it was encouraging my family approved of her for me.
That all came to a screeching halt when I found her in bed with him.  Travis Pryor was my best friend.  Hell, he was the first friend I made when my father brought me across the pond to attend High School in Manhattan, where he was managing the office at the time. 
The Pryor family felt like my own family and I spent more time in their tiny Brooklyn apartment than I did in my father’s penthouse in the Upper East Side.  Travis was my best friend, my brother - and he betrayed me.
 
****
 
I still remember the day I met Travis Pryor.  I’d only just arrived from London to Manhattan the Friday before and it was already Monday.  I’d had two days with my father in his upper East Side penthouse, and life in New York was already both hostile and sterile.
My father had me enrolled in the Hillard College Preparatory School in the Upper West Side.  It is a very prestigious High School, or so I was reminded over and over again before my first day of attendance.  In other words, “Don’t fucking embarrass me, son.” I had a knack for that, regardless of what I did.  The pressure was incredible.  I was often angry and rebellious, and it got me into a lot of trouble back in London.
On Monday morning, I entered my first class of the day at Hillard: Advanced Chemistry.  I deliberately entered the class late in the middle of attendance. I was wearing my signature leather jacket over my uniform suit which consisted of a burgundy suit jacket, burgundy and yellow striped tie and black pants.  It was the ugliest fucking thing I’d ever worn in my life, and far worse than the navy and gray colors of the boarding school I’d been expelled from in London.
Having to wear this uniform was punishment of its own, nevermind the fact I’d been carted across the pond so my father could keep better eyes on me while he managed the largest branch of J.A. Woodward and Company in Manhattan.
The teacher cleared his throat in the middle of attendance as I walked in.  He was clearly annoyed by my tardiness, and I responded with a snarky salute to him at the entrance.  I had a smirk to match, which my new classmates found amusing.  As they should.  I’m fucking hilarious.
“Mr. Woodward, so glad you found your way to this class.  I’ll warn you now, I do not accept tardiness from any student.  This is your one and only warning.”
“Aye, aye Cap’n.” I made my way to the back of the class where one lab bench was open next to a scrawny lad with wiry black glasses.
The teacher ignored my behavior and checked off the rest of the names on the attendance, to which I paid no attention.  I was more interested in the rhythmic beat the kid next to me was playing at with two pencils, one in each hand.  He tapped those pencils while he read the open text in front of him.  The beat he tapped at was familiar to me.  It almost sounded like Guns N’ Roses Welcome to the Jungle.  His thick dark wavy hair fell into his eyes as he bobbed his head to his own beat.  
The teacher cleared his throat and said the name very loudly:
“TRAVIS PRYOR.” The lad next to me dropped his pencils and looked up.
“Here,” he murmured.
“Queer,” someone coughed loudly.  The insult came from a large red-head kid sitting in front of me.  Most of the students in the class snickered, which only encouraged the bloke to sneer.
“Bloody hell, that was original.  You should write a book, mate.” I snickered.
The boy in front of me turned around, obviously accustomed to being the big shit around here, making his schoolmates squirm like worms.  He paused slightly when he saw the remark came from none other than yours truly.  I stared him down, and it was enough to make him flinch.  Body language is important.  It tells me everything.  I’ve learned how to use it to my advantage and survive.
“Turn around,” I made a twirling gesture with my finger as I instructed the kid to face front.
The teacher ignored the tension between us and continued down the attendance sheet until he arrived at my name.
“Mason Woodward?” he called out and then checked me off. “Tardy.  As we all have witnessed.”
His tone was anything but enthusiastic or forgiving. “I must remind you that your leather jacket interferes with the school dress code, so I must ask you to remove it.”
“Fuckin’ A,” I muttered to myself as I removed my jacket.  I was tempted to leave it on regardless, but I was not prepared to push my father any further than I had in the last few weeks.
The scrawny kid next to me adjusted his round frames again as he looked at me.  I wasn’t there for anyone’s entertainment purposes and I was in a piss-poor mood.
“What are you looking at?” I asked, blowing a strand of black hair out of my eyes.
“Nothing,” the kid looked back to his textbook while the teacher began the instruction.
I knew I was being a little shit.  Actually, I was anything but little.  Even back then, I towered over most of the student body and all the teachers.  Still, I’d managed to insult three people within five minutes of my first day.
The rest of the day dragged on like a blur and the weird kid with the glasses was in a few of my other classes.  I remembered his name was Travis Pryor from hearing his name checked off at the beginning of the last four classes.  Finally, two-thirty struck and prison was dismissed for the day. 
I pushed through the double doors and walked across the lot to find a safe place to light a smoke.  As I rounded the court, I found the kid, Travis, sitting on a bench in the lot strumming a few strings on his guitar.  I recognized the song as Led Zeppelin’s cover, Stairway to Heaven.  The guitar was nothing special, but he played the notes fluidly.  He was wearing a dark wash denim jacket over his uniform and looked a little less dorkified.
I puffed for a few minutes as I listened to the tunes he strummed out, and then snuffed the butt out beneath my shoe as I prepared to leave the grounds.  Travis had also packed up his guitar in its case and held it in one hand, with a small stack of books under his other arm.  He began walking along the brick wall on the other side of the lot, when suddenly a basketball smacked him hard in the back.
“... And he scores!” I heard someone shout, followed by a cackle of laughter.
I looked over to see the large red-headed boy from Chemlab stalking toward Travis with his trio of fools in tow.
Christ.  I don’t know why this bothered me so much. Perhaps it’s because I’d been bullied my entire life by my own father, but this unfolding scene struck a nasty chord deep within me.
“Dipshit, where’s my lit paper?” The large red-head asked as Travis scrambled to pick up the glasses that had been knocked from his face.  A few kids had gathered on the court to watch this play out, and nobody was offering to step in.
“I said I’ll finish it tonight.  I had to work late last night,” Travis answered.
“I said that wasn’t going to work for me, you pussy.  Give me your lit paper or I’ll kick this piece of shit in,” the kid threatened, as one of his idiots grabbed the guitar case from Travis.
Oh good God, really?  These tactics were so amateur.
“NO.  Please don’t.  That was my dad’s-” 
“It’s either this piece of shit or your face.  Which will it be?” The large kid asked, but I was so pissed at this point and he didn’t see me coming.
I grabbed him by his collar and slammed him into the brick wall.  I knew I was taking all the anger and aggression I had towards my father out on this kid, but I didn’t care.
“Do your own fucking homework, you king-sized pile of shit,” I grit my teeth in his ear.
“Lay another hand on me, and I swear, my father will take legal action-”
“Give it a go, wanker.  Try it.  I know how these games work out.  Lay another hand on my friend and I’ll rip your balls off and make you choke on them.  I don’t bluff.”
I slammed him into the wall one last time just for good measure, leaving everyone in the lot staring in shocked awe.  They watched him storm off with his tail between his legs.  Good.  Public humiliation is the best.
“Hey, thanks,” Travis said as I picked up the books that had been scattered over the pavement and handed them to him.  I grabbed his guitar case from the ground.
“You should learn a few moves,” I said, brushing myself off. “I saw you playing earlier.  You’re good.”
Travis shrugged. “It was something I did with my dad.”  His response was clipped and held an undertone of sadness.
“I take it your dad isn’t around anymore?” I asked as we walked across the lot.
Travis was quiet and I realized I shouldn’t have asked that question. “He… died last spring.  He was an officer with the NYPD.  He was shot during a drug raid.  It was in the papers…” his voice trailed off.  He obviously didn’t want to talk about it.
I remembered how I stopped to stare at him for a moment.  Shit.  This kid just lost his dad and he had to deal with this hell at school.  I wondered how the son of a deceased police officer was able to afford the cost of this school, but I wasn’t going to ask.  We rounded the corner together as I helped him carry his guitar towards the street.  There were a few parked town cars, limos, and Bentleys with their drivers waiting.
“Are any of these for you?” I asked, as I spotted my father’s Bentley waiting for me some yards away.
“No, I take the subway,” Travis answered as he took the guitar case from me with his free hand.
I blanched, and then realized how worn his loafers were.  His denim jacket was probably something he got on sale at some thrift store.  Right.
“I’m from Brooklyn.  I’m on scholarship with a 4.0.  My dad wanted me to go here.  I hate this place, but it’s better than public school... or so I’m told.” He rolled his eyes.
“Well let me give you a lift,” I offered.  I gestured toward the waiting Bentley.
Travis shook his head. “It’s cool, man.  I work a few blocks over at Strings N’ Things.”
“At what?” I asked.
“Strings N’ Things, it’s a music shop.  They sell old vinyl records, classic guitars.  It’s pretty cool.” Travis grinned.
“Right.  Let me give you a lift then.  If it’s only a few blocks, it’s not a problem.”
Travis politely refused, but eventually relented.  Only one person has ever been able to tell me no, and it’s my own father.  We rode over to the music shop and talked about our favorite bands and discovered our taste in music was a common ground.
“Do you play anything?” Travis asked as we were stopped at a very long red light.
“No.  My father would kill me.  I’ve been bred for one thing and one thing only.” I answered bitterly.
“That sucks, man.”
“Yeah.  I did try to learn the guitar once, but my father found out and smashed it to bits.  I just live vicariously through the bands I like.” I tried to make the statement sound casual, but nobody ever understood how badly the memory affected me.
“Shit, man.  I’m sorry.”
  “What about you?  How’d you learn?” I wanted to turn the conversation away from myself.  I hated pity and sympathy.
“My dad taught me.  He used to play in a band before he became a cop, when I was really little.  But every weekend he wasn’t on duty, he’d take me upstate to my Uncle’s shed and we’d play all the good hits: Lynyrd Skynyrd, Led Zeppelin, you name it, we played it.” Travis grinned, reminiscing. “I wanted to start a band, but now I have my mom and little sister to take care of…”
I listened as Travis talked about his music and his family.  His mom was a school teacher and sister was ten years younger.  I could tell he felt a very strong sense of brotherly duty toward her, especially now that their dad was gone.
As long as the conversation didn’t turn on me, I was willing to listen.  I suggested we check out a few concerts that would be playing in the immediate area, but Travis shook his head, claiming they were too expensive.  I’d never been friends with someone who couldn’t afford to do what they wanted to do.  Instead, Travis invited me to check out some up and coming local bands who played at a few small clubs.
“They only charge five or ten dollars at the door on most nights, if you don’t drink.”
I didn’t know what to think of that.  Bad music and no booze?  It sounded like a piss-poor time, but I figured, why the hell not?
“Sounds like fun,” I grinned.  As it turns out, it was a lot of fun.  That was the beginning of a long-lasting friendship with Travis Pryor.
I wouldn’t meet his mother or sister for another eight years.  I believe Travis was embarrassed by his mother’s current state of clinical depression and their lack of wealth.  Our usual spots consisted of my apartment, the clubs, and bars.  Those were the best years of my life.  
When I did meet Mrs. Pryor and Jilly Bean, they took me in like one of their own.  I was in awe how close knit they were as a family.  I had assumed family shit like that only existed in movies and books.  I had no idea after many years of friendship, Travis would ultimately stab me in the back by sleeping with my girlfriend.
 
****
 
As I reminisced about the memories, which caused anger to simmer within me, I suddenly felt the gentle vibe of my mobile in my pocket.  Quickly, I glanced at the gadget under the table to sneak a look at the incoming caller.  A local number lit up the screen and I gripped the mobile so hard, I nearly cracked it.  A name did not pop up, but even after all these years, I recognized the number. 
Travis Pryor.  Why the fuck is he ringing me?
My teeth clenched as I let the call go to voicemail.  My knuckles tightened when I heard the single vibration indicating I had a waiting voice message.  Fuck him.  I assumed he was drunk dialing, as he did several times, attempting to apologize when we first fell out of being friends.
Perhaps it was the champagne on an empty stomach, but the waiting voice message was eating at me.  I considered deleting the message without listening to it.  After thirty minutes, I felt my self-control wane.
“Shitsurei shimasu.” I only know a few basic phrases in the language, but still managed to excuse myself from the table so I could listen to the voice message.  I was curious what rubbish he’d have for me this time.  I stepped outside into the cold night air and held the phone up to my ear as I listened for the presumably drunken slurs that would assault my ear.  Why I decided to torture myself with this bullshit, I don’t know, but I am glad I didn’t delete the message.  Because what I heard next was not what I expected.  “Hi… um, Mason- It’s Jillian, Jillian Pryor.  I know you don’t want to see me or my brother, but… I don’t know who else to call.  I don’t have anywhere to go…” Her voice on the message was shaky.  She was most likely crying or she could be cold.  It was snowing lightly at the moment.
“Please, please call me back.  This is my number now.  Travis gave me his old phone.  I hope you’re okay… okay, bye.”
Then the message ended.  I replayed it again to ensure I was hearing correctly.  
Yes, I remembered Travis’s little sister.  How could I not?  She was a bouncy, yet shy, sweet thing and a bit nerdy and awkward in appearance, but I recall that he was insanely protective of her. 
I stared at my mobile as I felt a grin form on my face.  A plan was hatching at that very moment.  This was too good to be true; the way this could unfold seemed too easy.  I had a way with women, and it would take nothing for an uncomfortable, socially awkward little thing like Jillian Pryor to melt around me.
If Travis could take the love of my life from me, then I could take his little sister.  An eye for an eye.  I felt the smirk on my face darken as I dialed the number and held the mobile to my ear.



CHAPTER 2
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
The rich scent of roasted coffee beans and tea leaves hung in the air.  The soft voice of Nora Jones usually eased my mind, but I couldn’t focus in the serene atmosphere of Starbucks.  I pursed my lips as I sat in the small coffee shop, confused beyond words, as I wondered what to do with myself.  There were still a few people in the shop, ordering coffee or tea, lounging as they enjoyed the free wifi and listening to the music.  It was going on nine p.m., and they  would be closing in an hour.  I cringed, feeling another lump form in my throat.  I was literally homeless for the first time in my life, and I was scared.
Blindly, I scrolled through the contacts in my phone as my thoughts tried to sort out the whirlwind that had happened just four hours earlier.  For the last nine months, I worked as a full-time nanny for a family in the Upper East Side of Manhattan.  
At the time, it seemed like I’d won the lottery as far as jobs for undergraduate college students was concerned.  
They’d give me a decent paycheck every two weeks, and also provide me with room and board.  It seemed perfect because my mom and brother could no longer afford to live in New York.  My brother received a business opportunity from my Uncle who lives in Ohio.  I wasn’t ready to leave New York.  Brooklyn has been my home my entire life and I was neck deep in my college career at NYU.  
Transferring to another school would basically mean I’d have to start my junior year all over again.  Financial aid helped to cover the cost of my tuition by the skin of my teeth.  I was able to get on a payment plan to cover the differences and this job paid for that.  At least, it did until the little girl I was responsible for had found my purple vibrator in the top drawer of my desk and ran around her mother’s soiree with it.  
The shock and gasps that erupted from the small gathering of elitist women will forever haunt my mind.  The look on her mother’s face as she realized what her four-year-old daughter was waving around will always plague me.  I’ll never be able to use them as a reference, that’s for sure.
It’s not that I couldn’t control the little train wreck, but she was not an easy child to manage.  She was the sweetest, most adorable child when her parents weren’t home, which was 98% of the time.  When they were home, she turned into a terror, desperate for their attention in any way.  Of course her mother blamed this behavior on me and my “lack of control.”
She fired me instantly, but had the decency to tell me I had two days to find other living arrangements.  I’d never felt my heart thrum in my chest the way it did while she watched me collect what few possessions I had.  I couldn’t stay in that place another minute, considering the circumstances.   
I’d forgotten my brother was on business in San Francisco and wouldn’t be able to help me.  I attempted to hug the little girl goodbye as she profusely apologized for “being bad” and my heart broke.  Her mother yanked her away from my attempted embrace as though I were some criminal, and that was the worst.  It had been an all-around shitty night.  Silently, I cursed my best friend for talking me into getting that damn vibrator.  It was nothing but trouble and I barely used it anyway.
The Sloanes were a very demanding family and very difficult to please.  Aside from my duties attending to their daughter, I also had to pick up dry cleaning, babysit at events, host birthday parties, cook, clean and the list goes on.  I barely had time to finish my school assignments and their demands have even cut into my attendance in class more than once.  Needless to say, my grades and GPA were disappointing.  
I already knew the financial aid office was going to strip me of my funds because my GPA dropped below the requirements.  I still needed to complete one more internship and I had one semester of classes left before I could graduate, but I knew I was going to have to repeat statistics.  
I just didn’t have enough time or energy to study this last semester.  There was no time to think about a worthless sex toy.  For now, I needed to think about a roof over my head.  It was snowing outside, and the shelters were already filled.  
I sucked on my lower lip as I scrolled through my contacts list again.  This time I paid better attention.  I didn’t really have any friends I could call since most of them left town for winter break, including my best friend, Elyse.  The phone scrolled down to his name and my heart fluttered rampantly.  
Mason Woodward had been my brother’s closest friend for years.  He had been like family to us and he was always at our apartment during my adolescent years.  I’m not one-hundred percent sure, but I’m almost positive he even spotted our rent more than once when times got rough.  He bought me Chanel frames for my seventeenth birthday when he learned the girls at my high school bullied me over my cheap, chunky black frames.  He was such a nice guy and he had a killer smile.  My finger hovered over the send button of my phone as I debated whether I should bother him.  Maybe he wasn’t even in town.  
It had been five whole years since I had seen him.  The last time was when I was a senior in high school.  I was part of the science club, the 4-H club, and the drama club.  To match my awesome nerdiness, I also sported the quintessential geek look.
My hair was a wild mop of dark auburn waves, I was a little overweight and I wore glasses, which made me feel self-conscious.  At one point, I taped the frames together because one of the girls at school snapped them in half.  They weren’t the same after being broken.  I was so shy, I didn’t have the guts to report her to the principal.  I walked around blind, bumping into things until Mason bought me the new frames and called it a very early birthday gift.
Just before I graduated high school, something happened between Travis and Mason.  I came home one night after volunteering at the animal shelter and found them fighting.  Mason stormed out of the apartment, and stopped for a brief second when he saw me in the hallway.  I stared at him wide-eyed as I caught him shouting profanity while he slammed the door.  I’d only ever heard him talk like that once, when he’d lost his temper with a college guy who tried to take advantage of me a few months earlier.
“Mason?” It was all I could squeak.  He looked positively scary and had a wild look in his eyes.
He looked down at me for a moment, and I could see his hands twitch as his knuckles clenched. “Get into the apartment, Jill.” He growled and moved past me in the hall.  
I wanted to ask him if he was okay, but that would have been a stupid question.  He was obviously not okay.  So I shouted something else just as foolish.
“Are you coming to my graduation?” I asked after him.
He paused on the top step, but didn’t turn to look at me.  Instead of responding, he stormed down the steps.  I’d never felt so helpless.  I didn’t know what to do.  I turned and entered the apartment to find my brother covering his nose with paper towels.  They were soaked in blood and his right eye was already swollen shut.  I was pretty sure my brother’s nose was broken.
“What happened?” It was more of a demand than a question.
“Just mind your own fucking business, Jill,” my brother’s roar was muffled through the paper towels, but still, he’d never spoken to me like that before.  In fact, he’d always been protective of me- too overprotective, actually.  
 
****
 
“Hi,” the barista who had been eying me for the past few hours behind the counter finally approached me.  It was enough to knock me back to the present.
“Hi,” I replied with shyness in my voice.  I was ready for her to tell me I couldn’t loiter in the coffee shop.
“I noticed you’ve been sitting here for a few hours.” She glanced down at my bright pink duffel bag. “Do you want a scone or a sandwich?  We have a few left.  Nobody will eat them at this hour.”
“Sure, thanks,” I answered immediately.  Her kindness caught me by surprise, especially after the day I’d had.  I hadn’t eaten since this morning and I realized I felt sick with hunger.
“No problem,” her freckled face broke into a smile. “I’ll be right back.” She turned on her heel and left the table where I sat.  The brief break from my thoughts gave me enough momentum to gather my remaining courage.
The coffee house would close soon, and I had to make a quick decision.  I’d be forced to sleep on a park bench in the snow.  I dialed Mason’s number before I could think about it again.  The worst he could say was, “no.”  The line rang a few times before it went to his automated voicemail.
I knew he didn’t want to see me or speak to me, but I still left him the most uncomfortable voice message ever.  I set my phone down as my mind wandered to the last time I’d seen him and how he ignored me.  I wanted him to attend my graduation as much as I wanted my mom and my brother to be there.  Even after the fight he had with my brother, I still sent him an invitation to the commencement.  
I checked the mail everyday for his RSVP and even after I didn’t receive it, I watched the crowd of families and loved ones on commencement day hoping I’d still see him in the empty chair I had reserved for him.  It hurt when he never showed up.  Being a silly eighteen-year-old at the time, I sent him a few Facebook messages telling him we missed him and I asked if he was okay.  He never responded, just as he probably wouldn’t respond to my awkward and random voicemail message.
“Here you go,” the freckled barista handed me a chicken salad sandwich.  
“Thank you,” I answered with a slight smile, and I wasted no time eating it.  I’d never tasted anything so delicious, and I think it’s because I hadn’t eaten in over twelve hours.
After that I rested my head in my arms and I must have dozed off for a little while, because the next thing I knew, my phone was vibrating on the wooden table. 
Mason.  His name lit up the screen as my phone vibed in my hand, and my heart sped up.  Quickly, I answered the call.
“Hello?” I said shakily.  I was so nervous.  I couldn’t believe he actually called me back.
“Jillian,” Mason’s voice answered on the other end.  His tone was clipped and he sounded just as he did the very last time I’d seen him, just before he’d walked out of our lives.
“Mason,” I breathed softly. 
I could almost feel the impatience dripping from his end of the phone and it was intimidating.
“I’m so sorry to bother you.  I know you want nothing to do with me, but I-”
“Where is your mother and brother?” He asked, not letting me finish my explanation.
“They moved to Ohio.  I am still trying to finish school at NYU,” I answered.
His commanding tone made me feel even more uncomfortable, and that was just over the phone.  
“Actually my brother is in San Francisco for business-”
“You have no other friends who can help you?”
Well, damn…
“Nobody is around during winter break,” I answered.
There was a pause of silence.  He was obviously thinking about this.
“You need me to set you up with a place to stay.” He finally spoke. “For how long?”
“Yes, um... I don’t know how long.  I’m going to get a job and get my own place immediately.  I promise I won’t be in the way.  You won’t even know I’m there.”  
Now I was just rambling like an idiot.  Truthfully, in order to afford my own place would mean I’d have to quit school and get a full-time job because I could not afford rent, utilities and tuition at the same time.  My only other option was moving to Ohio.
Mason only chuckled.  Great, he was being condescending.  This was definitely not the same guy I’d remembered and now I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend even one night under his roof.  
“Where are you now?” He asked.
“The Starbucks at 1st and 75th?” I answered.  Why did I pose that as a question rather than a statement?
“My driver will be there in ten minutes,” Mason answered.
“Thank y-” I started, before I realized he’d ended the call.
I simply stared at my phone, wondering what just happened.  He was as cold as ice.
My eyes were burning, so while I waited I went into the bathroom and took out my contacts and replaced them with my glasses.  I still wore the same Chanel frames he bought me. 
Feeling relieved, I blinked my brown eyes several times and then pulled my hair into a ponytail.  I stared at my plain self in the mirror and shrugged.  I wasn’t aiming to seduce him.  He’d seen me at my worst before.  I was no longer chubby like I used to be, but I was no stunning beauty.  I came to accept that about myself. He would just have to accept it too.



CHAPTER 3
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
As I exited the bathroom, I saw a sleek silver Mercedes Benz pull to the store front.  This is it.  I’m going to see Mason soon.  After five whole years.  My heart was pumping with adrenaline because I wasn’t only excited, I was also apprehensive.  My obnoxious pink duffel was already slung over my shoulder, so I made a clean exit and made straight for the car.  I’d ridden in one of these a few times when I had to attend events with the Sloanes.  The driver quickly exited the front.  He opened the back door for me and took my bag which I was not expecting, but it was very kind of him.
“Thank you!” I said to him with a big grin.  My nerves clearly showed because the ‘thank you’ came out a little too high-pitched.
“It’s my pleasure, Miss Pryor,” he said with a small smile.
I gave another smile to the driver as I ducked into the car.  I was thinking about what I would say to Mason when I saw him and was not paying attention to my surroundings because I smacked the side of my head against the door frame as I ducked into the car.  That move was anything but graceful and sophisticated.  
“Ow,” I rubbed the right side of my scalp and was grateful the driver was busy placing my duffel in the trunk and hadn’t seen my clumsiness.
“Are you alright?” A low voice came from the seat just beside mine.  There was a trace of a British accent in that silky male tone.
Mason.  How had I not seen him?  His dark designer suit, black hair and olive skin helped him blend well with the shadows of the back seat.  I gasped, both surprised he was in the car and horrified he just witnessed that.  His driver opened the door and slipped into the front and as the interior lights came on, I saw the smirk on his face.  His legs were outstretched on the fine Italian leather and he looked quite amused staring at me.  It caused me to smile, just a bit.  There was just a hint of the Mason I used to know.
I decided to treat him like I did when I was just a kid in high school.  Quickly, I leaned over and wrapped my arms around him. “Thank you.  It’s so good to see you again.”
As my arms embraced him, feeling his warm, hard body against mine, the breath stuttered in my lungs.  A strong, magnetic current flowed between us.  I sensed a darkness around him, something I never sensed about him in the past.  His solid biceps wrapped around my frame and there was a hesitation in his movements, although I guessed it was my own imagination at play.  The scent of him sent a warm rush of tingles flooding down to my thighs.  I swear my toes curled within my shoes as I involuntarily buried my face in the toned muscles of his chest.  He smelled so clean, so masculine, mixed with the light scent of cologne.  I knew I should pull away, but I was waiting for his signal.  
His nose was slightly in my hair and a warmth began to spread through my body, or perhaps that was the heat radiating from his massive body.  Still, I felt confused by what I was experiencing.  It felt like a strong magnetic pull, and it was completely foreign to me.  I’d had a crush on him when I was eighteen, but I never felt anything like this back then. His arms relaxed more around me, lessening the stiffness even more and making the hug feel more genuine.  Every nerve ending in my body buzzed with feelings I’d forgotten I had for him.  The scent of him was intoxicating, but in a very good way.  Then I caught the random whiff of a woman’s perfume and it helped me build the will to pull away.
“It’s good to see you too,” he said as I sat upright and fastened my seat belt.  As I secured the buckle, I felt his eyes on me, assessing me.  I looked up and met his intent gaze.  
“You’re different,” he commented simply as the car pulled away from the curb.
I laughed lightly. “It would be very sad if, after five years, I remained the same dorky teenager.  But look, I still have the same glasses.” I pointed at the Chanel frames and flashed him a huge grin.
He chuckled, and this time it wasn’t condescending.  He leaned back against the leather. “I’m glad you liked them.”
“Well, I’m not blindly walking into walls anymore, so that’s a huge plus.”
“Indeed, it is.” He grinned, and I enjoyed the sound of his British accent in how he said that simple comment. 
It reminded me of better times.  I was quickly feeling much better about staying at his place until I could figure out what the hell I was going to do.
I smiled up at him as I straightened my glasses on my face, and I felt myself relax.  We sat in silence for several minutes, which was fine by me.  I never felt the need to fill silence with needless jabber.
“You’ll have to forgive me.  I’ve had two glasses of Bollinger Blanc De Noirs and not much to eat this evening,” he said, interrupting the silence.
“Oh, it’s alright,” I replied. “I love wine, too, but why would you drink without eating?”
Mason laughed.  This wasn’t a chuckle.  It was an actual, real laugh. “Bollinger Blanc De Noirs Vieilles Vignes Francaises is a very expensive champagne.  I had to take some Japanese clients to dinner this evening and my father insisted on sushi.”
I scrunched my face, remembering how much he loathed sushi. “You’ll have to forgive me.  I’m not classy and sophisticated like the women you’re used to.  I thought you were talking about wine.  I’ve never had champagne-”
“I know exactly who you are, Jillian Pryor,” Mason interjected.
“Oh…okay,” I responded.  I practically stuttered.  I wasn’t sure how I should interpret that random comment.  Was it a cold reminder I was the sister of his ex-best friend?  Was it supposed to be a compliment?  The comment could have been a result from the two glasses of champagne he’d had on an empty stomach.  He was confusing me.  Instead of addressing his comment I decided to address his stomach.
“You must be really hungry, then.” 
“Yes, starving.  Are you hungry?” He asked, his gaze on me was intense.  What the hell.  Two seconds ago, he was laughing.  If I hadn’t spent many teenage years in his presence, I would have been freaked out.  He definitely needed some food in him.
Mason leaned over and spoke to the driver, “Rick, stop and pick us up some chicken shawarma wraps.  You know where to go.” 
He leaned back against the leather looking very relaxed and content.  I suddenly realized how hungry I still was, the sandwich earlier had really only dulled the hunger pangs.  I turned to him and smiled.  It was so good to have him back in my life again, and I hoped it wasn’t temporary.
 
****
 
Mason’s driver pulled smoothly to the front of a beautiful stone building with ornate sculptures of lions carved into the sides of the structure.  It was a huge hotel in scale and I looked up to see a lit sign etched in gold: The Darling.  The driver stepped out and opened the door first for me, then for Mason.  I took a step to retrieve my bag from the trunk, but Mason took my wrist and held me back.
“Rick will bring your bag up,” he said smoothly.  His grip lingered on my wrist.  It was very firm, but he didn’t hurt me.  Instead, I felt a delicious sensation from his touch, and I didn’t know how to describe it.  My heart fluttered.  He quickly retracted his hand and it left me feeling empty.
“You’re staying at a hotel?” I asked, trying to distract myself from these strange, new and confusing feelings.  His cologne must have drugged my brain.
“I own this building, but my penthouse is on the top floor,” Mason responded simply.
He owns this hotel?  I nearly squeaked, but kept quiet.  I’d overheard the Sloanes rave about this hotel to their dinner party guests a few times.
“Oh.” It was the most unintelligent reply I could muster as he paused outside the thick glass doors and waited for me.  Once I’d caught up to him, he placed his hand on the small of my back and ushered me through the marble lobby.  I’d never been inside a place this grand before, not even when I worked for the Sloanes.  It was all too rich for my blood.  I looked around, and must have been walking at a snail's pace, because suddenly Mason was guiding me by the elbow towards the elevator.  
“Ah, good evening, Mr. Woodward.” The bellboy chimed as he pushed the button for the top floor without Mason’s demand.
“Good evening, Gus.  How’s your sister doing?” Mason asked as the elevator smoothly ascended.
“She’s doing much better.  Thank you for the flowers. They cheered her up in the hospital.” 
“Glad to hear it,” Mason answered as the doors closed.  Soon, the elevator’s ding signaled that we’d reached the top floor.  The doors opened into the most exquisite floor plan I’d ever witnessed.  I balked, still standing inside the elevator.  Again, Mason had to lead me by the elbow into his penthouse.
“This is… wow,” I commented stupidly, looking around.
This place made the Sloanes’ apartment look like a shed.  Mason must be doing much better than I had ever thought.
The penthouse was full of masculine decor with rich leather furniture spread throughout.  Smooth, dark wood greeted my feet and expensive rugs were neatly and strategically placed.
The walls were a perfect red brick and the design was deliberate, to add to the masculine quality his interior designer obviously implemented.  I removed my pink coat and left it on the arm of a leather chair as I peeked into the entertainment room and sucked in a deep breath when I caught the gorgeous views of Manhattan.
I felt as though I was hovering over the sparkling city lights.  It was purely magical.  Mason hardly seemed to pay attention to my deep breathing, or the spectacular view that waited for him every night.  The layout of the apartment was open and spacious, and despite the homey feel of the entertainment room, the rest of the penthouse seemed sterile.  There were paintings mounted on the walls, but absolutely no photographs to be seen anywhere.  He kept his hand at my elbow as he guided me toward the kitchen.  He didn’t seem to have any patience for my response to his posh lifestyle.
“Care for a drink?” He asked.
He walked across the beautifully polished dark wood floors and entered the kitchen, which was updated with all the newest features and appliances anybody could desire.  The countertops were a polished black marble with all stainless steel appliances.  My brain felt so overstimulated I couldn’t focus on any one thing, so instead I leaned against the brick of the kitchen wall, where he was already uncorking a bottle of some kind of wine.  
“You must be very impressive with the ladies,” I teased, although I had to admit to myself I was digging for information.
I’d seen his picture a few times over the years plastered in the business and entertainment sections of the newspaper.  He seemed to always have a beautiful woman at his side during galas and benefits.
Mason cleared his throat lightly as he poured two glasses of white wine.
“I don’t bring women here.  I never have,” his hazel eyes glanced up at me for a second, “until tonight.”
“Oh,” I breathed as my heart picked up speed.
I must have sounded like a silly girl because Mason chuckled as he handed me the wine glass.  I felt his eyes on my form, especially now that I was free of my coat.  Or perhaps that was just wishful thinking.
I looked up at him as I took the wine glass.  He’d removed his suit jacket and loosened his tie.  He was just as tall as I’d remembered, at least a foot taller than me.
His olive skin and dark hair gave hint to his Indian heritage, though his features had a sharpness to them that came from his English father.  His smoldering, light brown eyes bore into me.  Mason’s eyes have always struck me with admiration and awe.  They are intense, and his gaze on me was both confident and domineering.  My face flamed and I had to look away as I took the glass from him.
I took a long, healthy sip from my glass and swallowed.  I tried to process what he just said, and what it meant that he would bring me here.  It means nothing.  You’re just Jilly Bean, you could never be his type.  The unwelcomed, yet practical thought invaded my mind.
“I have another apartment in the Upper West Side,” Mason answered, as though he could read my thoughts.  “It’s… better equipped.  I don’t have to worry about disturbing my hotel guests over there.” He smiled at me darkly.  
Better equipped?  How many women does he take over there?
A sudden pang of disappointment hit me, but I was also intrigued.
“So you go there a lot?” I asked, trying to sound casual, but I knew I failed miserably.
I took another deep gulp of wine as I looked up at him.
There was an energy radiating from this man I’d never experienced before.  The way his mere presence commanded my attention was alarming.  Perhaps I was just too young to have felt it before.  Perhaps I was just not open-minded enough back then, but everything about this man was just too much.  His large body towered over my small frame.  It was overwhelming.  Especially when he took two long strides toward me.
“Why do you ask, Jilly Bean?  I think I heard a tinge of jealousy in your tone,” Mason smirked whispered.
My heart jumped out of my chest when he called me by my old nickname, and then he stood directly in front of me.  His voice was smooth like silk as he spoke in the hushed tone.
Yes. My quiet thought was immediate.
“No, I’m not jealous.” I retorted and I felt my nose scrunch up.
I was acting overly defensive.  I could literally feel the heat from his body.  I sucked in a sharp breath, suddenly feeling like a mindless bimbo, but I didn’t care in that moment.
He chuckled and smoothed a stray lock of my wild dark auburn hair behind my ear.  I felt my face flame at such an intimate touch and my stomach fluttered.  What was happening?  I was still bewildered, but I liked this attention from him.
“Perhaps you want a turn to see my other apartment?  Do you want to feel what I would do to you there?” He asked with a grin.
Heated tingles suddenly shot from my core and settled down in the private area in my panties.  I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or if he was serious.  I felt the heat on my face, realizing he couldn’t be serious.
“Don’t patronize me.” The words fell out of my mouth before I knew what I was saying, and I stepped away.
“Patronize you?  Why would I patronize you?” He asked. His eyes suddenly narrowed.  The intensity had increased tenfold.
How could he not think he’s patronizing me?  I thought this to myself as I glared up at him.  Me, of all women?  I just couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of Mason following through with his sexual suggestions.
Sex with Mason.  Oh, God.  There’s no way he was suggesting that.  Not with me.
  “I’ve seen who you dated before and the classy, sophisticated socialites and models you take to galas and charities.  Never in a million years would you even consider-”
He suddenly pressed his body against mine and leaned down, pressing his mouth against my ear.  It interrupted my negative thought process and caused my breathing to hitch.  I nearly spilled my wine onto his perfect kitchen floor.  The scent of him enveloped me and I could see the contours of his perfect biceps through the silk of his button-down.
Oh. My. God.
“Never bring up my past dates.  Is that clear?” His voice was so low, yet dominating.  It was intimidating.
“Yes,” I responded in a hushed whisper.
“I can’t hear you, Jilly Bean,” he coaxed in a deeper voice.
I was beginning to resent the way he referred to me by my nickname.  It almost sounded mocking.
“Yes,” I answered audibly this time.
“Good,” he seemed satisfied, although his lips were still nearly grazing my ear. “And for the record, I was not patronizing you...”
There seemed to be more he wanted to say, but he stopped at that.  He still lingered in the position hovering over me.  I could feel his hot breath on my neck and I nearly melted into a puddle.  His face moved closer to mine, and I thought he might actually kiss me.  My heart fluttered like a hummingbird in my chest for those few seconds.  I only had to move forward a few millimeters, and our lips would have touched.
“Okay,” I answered softly, remaining stiff and rigid from the contact.  I didn’t know what I should do.
He suddenly straightened and stepped back, assessing me quietly.  I don’t know what he was thinking, but wished he hadn’t moved.



CHAPTER 4
 
Mason
 
 
 
I could not lose my resolve, but I felt it slipping.  As I sat in my Chicago building at a long mahogany table surrounded by men and women in expensive suits I thought back to the previous night.  
Initially, I thought I was picking up the same eighteen-year-old with wild hair and glasses who I walked away from five years ago.  In my mind I pictured the spunky, but shy little sister of the man who betrayed me.  Then she appeared from the Starbucks and I found myself doing a double take.  She was beautiful.  There was a natural beauty about her and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.  I watched as her ponytail bounced while she pranced toward the car.
She was very nervous in her movements and I immediately thought I could use that to my advantage.  I couldn’t hide a smirk when she knocked her head on the side of my town car as she ducked into the back seat.
Then she wrapped her arms around me and I felt stiff.  I was not expecting that.  I’d forgotten she and her mum were huggers.  I myself was not an affectionate person; I never did allow anyone in.  But while this embrace was unexpected, it was not unwelcome.  
The gentle scent of her lavender shampoo wafted to my nose and I found myself embracing her more as I breathed in the scent of her hair.  There was something unusually comforting about Jillian.  It was instant, and I cursed myself silently for having such an impulsive feeling.  It was a feeling  I had never associated with another human being, not in many years at least.  I certainly never felt such familiarity with my own family.  During the ride to my penthouse, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her.  
She sat quietly, stiff and straight, while her hands fidgeted with her faded pink coat.  It was most likely a pick from the local thrift store.  I would have to change that. 
I rested my chin between my thumb and forefinger and pretended to stare out the window, although I kept my sideways glance on her.  I was trying to imagine how and why I felt so drawn to her.  We had history together, but that wasn’t all of it.  And I couldn’t deny she was attractive.  
She had a delicate round face, large dark eyes and plump pink lips I wanted to bite.  Don’t get me started on her little body.  Even beneath the ugly faded coat, I could see she’d developed a luscious hour-glass figure.  The things I could do to that body.  I shook the wolfish thoughts from my head.  The plan was to lure her in with patience, not scare the poor girl away.  Patience would be my greatest struggle.  
 
****
 
And now, I couldn’t focus for shit.  I’d flown from New York to Chicago just so I could sit and daydream about some college girl?  I snarled at myself for such idiocy.  I did not build an entire enterprise and help my father manage his own company by doodling hearts and flowers on the side of a notebook.
“... Your thoughts, Mr. Woodward?”
That caused me to snap to attention.  I lifted my fingers from my chin and looked up as the presentation was finished.  The balding man at the front stood before a backdrop of graphs and percentages.  It was no doubt a good pitch and I thoroughly enjoyed his previous ideas.  They’d proven to be very beneficial to the growth and expansion of my hotel chain.
“Nicely done, Joe.  I want a copy of the proposal on my desk before I fly back to New York,” I answered.  I honestly hadn’t listened to a damn word he’d said.  What was happening to me?
“Yes, yes of course, Mr. Woodward,” the man answered, adjusting his tie, clearly unsatisfied.
I always had a much more hands-on approach to project development, and I could feel all eyes on me wondering what the fuck was wrong with me.  Overnight, I’d become like a foolish schoolboy.
I needed to get back to New York to get this plan underway.  The sooner, the better.  I’d use her every which way, and then send her back to her brother with a clear message: You had your fun, and I had mine.
Originally, I’d planned to hit up one of my favorite strip clubs and bring one of the girls back to my hotel, or call up one of my Chicago favorites and have her ready and waiting for me, but I was now itching to get back to New York.  I dismissed the meeting and fetched the proposal before taking my private flight back to New York.



CHAPTER 5
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
After our brief moment last night, Mason showed me to my room.  Perhaps it was the wine or fatigue, but I could have sworn he seemed conflicted about something.  I assumed it was that he’d let me back into his life after he’d sworn off my brother and my family.
“You caught me just in time.  I have to be in Chicago tomorrow morning.” He was leaning on the door frame to my temporary bedroom.
“Oh,” I blurted.  I didn’t mean to sound so disappointed.
“It’s only a day or so,” he responded. “I’ll have Amy take you shopping tomorrow to pass the time.”
He gave me a grin.  Who’s Amy?
“Shopping?  Why?  I have everything I need,” I pointed to my bright pink duffel bag. 
I wasn’t trying to seem ungrateful, but Mason was already doing more than enough by opening his home to me.  I was not about to let him spend money on me.  Plus, I had more pressing matters to think about than a new wardrobe.  
He stared at me blankly, perplexed.  Finally, he spoke.
“So long as you stay here, you represent me, Jillian.  I cannot allow you to walk around in…” His eyes scrutinized my faded purple sweater, worn sneakers, and jeans I’d gotten on sale three years ago at a department store.
I pursed my lips, feeling my face flame bright red.  I look too poor to be associated with you.  I get it.  I kept my mouth shut though, because I was grateful to him for even letting me stay with him.  I suppose he had a point, in some twisted way.
He still looked at me with a confused daze on his handsome face.  I suppose it’s not every day a woman turns down a shopping spree on a man’s credit card.  Perhaps that’s what he was accustomed to, but I wasn’t raised like that.
“I’m really grateful for everything you’ve done for me tonight.  You didn’t have to take me in at all.  I can’t allow you to spoil me like that.” I said with a soft smile.  
“And I can’t think about new clothes when I’m trying to figure out how to pay for my last semester of college.  If I even...” I felt my voice trail.  I couldn’t finish my last sentence.
A single dark brow quirked up as a lock of black hair fell into his eyes.  From the lighting in this room, I could see his eyes were a light brown with flecks of gold and green.  Thick black lashes surrounded his eyes.  They complimented his olive complexion beautifully.  Breathtaking. 
“It’s all public relations, Jillian.  If people are going to associate you living under my roof, entering my hotel, however short a time it may be, you must look the part.”
How long was he expecting me to stay here?  I faltered in my response, and then I blanched.  I didn’t realize I’d done this until I saw his cold gaze, eyes narrowed and he gripped the polished door knob very tightly. 
I watched as his knuckles turned white and it dawned on me he was not accustomed to anyone telling him, “no.”  Even when he was friends with Travis, Mason easily talked him into doing whatever he wanted.
“Fine,” I relented. “I wouldn’t want to disappoint you with my appearance.” 
“Good.  It’s settled then.  I’ll tell Amy to fetch for you at one o’clock.” Then his hand left the door knob and he closed in on me.  I swallowed as his whole frame towered over me.  Again, I smelled the scent of his aftershave.  Or was it cologne?  His gaze bore down on me with the same intensity he displayed briefly during the car ride.
“And you will finish college, if I have to force you.” His voice was terse, and I fell into a seated position on the edge of the bed as I looked up at him, surprised by such command.   
Said the man who never had to worry about a dime in his life. 
There was a heated tension between us as I looked up at him.  My face was level with his groin, but I dared not look at it.  For the hundredth time this evening, my face felt red and hot.  
He was still dressed in his expensive button down and black slacks.  I waited with bated breath, hoping he’d lean down and pull me into his grip as his body enveloped mine.  He’d pin me down and ravish my body.  His lips would envelop mine as his hand slid up my-
He suddenly backed away from me, which pulled me from my erotic fantasy.  His gaze was darkly fixed on my thighs, which I hadn’t realized were clenched together.  Then he looked at me and gave me a wicked smirk.
“Good night, Jilly Bean.” The wicked tone in his voice left me wanton as he closed my bedroom door.  
I exhaled deeply feeling confused, extremely aroused, and empty.  This was Mason Woodward I was thinking about.  I’ve known him for years and I was so unlike his type.  There was no way he would go for a girl like me.  I couldn’t allow myself to have these feelings of attraction for him.  The crush I had on him resurfaced tenfold, but I had to ignore it.  I couldn’t allow my heart to be broken.  I should just be thankful for everything he’s done for me so far, and tomorrow before this “Amy” takes me shopping, I’ll browse every job site out there.
 
****
 
The following morning, I’d made some progress finding a few job postings I could apply for.  I polished up my resume and created a few resume profiles on job search engines.  I was feeling optimistic, especially since Mason seemed to imply I could stay at his place for a little while longer.  
As he instructed, Amy showed up promptly at one o’clock.  She was tall and thin like a supermodel with copper skin and sleek dark hair that was cropped into a short bob.  Her personality was vibrant and charming.  She carried a large designer bag with her sparkling attire.  Really, it felt unreal to be going out shopping with someone who drew so much attention.  When we entered Saks and Barney's, the sales women instantly greeted her.  They exchanged air kisses.
“This is Jillian,” Amy introduced me to them and I caught a fleeting glimpse of confusion on their faces before they also blew me air kisses.  It was awkward.  I’ve never greeted anyone like that, not even when I worked for the Sloanes.
The shopping trip was an experience to behold.  I grew up with mostly thrift stores and hand-me-downs, especially after my dad passed away.  Amy held a list and checked off the items as they were purchased.  I caught a glimpse of the list and saw it was a typed email from Mason.
“This is cute,” I grinned as I picked out a bright blue, flowy skirt.  I looked at the price tag and nearly fell over.  
“No,” Amy quickly snatched the skirt and removed the price tag. “Mr. Woodward has strict instructions you are not to look at the prices.”
“That’s because he knows I’d leave the store if I knew.” I rolled my eyes.
She chuckled. “You’re adorable.  Go try this on.” She held out the skirt to me.
We spent hours flitting from one store to another and each time we went to pay for my purchases, Amy whipped out a sleek black AmEx card.  She specifically told the sales associate not to tell me the amount of each purchase.  It had to be thousands of dollars.  I felt guilty and uncomfortable.  I’d never had anyone spend so much money on me in my life.
Our last stop was at a very fancy boutique on Madison Avenue.  We stepped into the classy store, and I saw sleek, chic feminine lingerie and nightwear hanging on wooden hangers.  Some of it was very sensual, and these were the pieces Amy pointed out.  Very risque designs were also outfitted on mannequins lining the walls and storefront.    Naively, I assumed this last stop was one for Amy.
“Amy, darling, such a pleasure to see you again.” The sophisticated sales associates greeted my shopping guide.  More air kisses.  I received the same blank, confused stare as ten times before.
“I’m looking for some very specific pieces for Jillian,” Amy stated as she looked over the list Mason had given her.
“Preferably red and black lace.  Dark violet is also acceptable.” I did a double-take as I looked at Amy.  
Wait, what?    
“This is for you, and not me, right?” I asked Amy in a hushed whisper.  The sales associate was staring at us.
Amy looked at me with a puzzled expression. “No, I have specific instructions to outfit you in what Mr. Woodward has outlined.”  
She looked at me as though I’d already known about this last stop.  This type of lingerie was not what I wore.  My face was beet red at this point.  
“What is your breast size, dear?” The associate asked me.
“Uh…” My head was spinning.  
Mason was paying for my bra and panties?  Why?  Nobody saw what I wore beneath my clothes!
I was taken into the back and my breasts and hips were measured.  From there, I was given bras and bustiers to try on.    
I saw the panties and thongs Amy had picked out for me as she looked over the list.  They were complete with thigh highs and garters. 
They were… Oh. God.
My heart was thumping in my chest.  While I was in the dressing room, the sales associate handed me a dark burgundy underbust trimmed with black lace.  What is this thing? 
I tried it on, and noted the red blotchy spots on my neck and face because I was so flushed at this point.  I was not buying this underbust thing. This thing served no purpose whatsoever, my breasts were completely exposed.
The only sensible thought I could think the entire time was this had to be some kind of misunderstanding on Amy’s part.  He gave specific instructions for me to have these things?  What?  Why?
Again, Amy paid and I had no idea how much money was spent.  I couldn’t even describe the undergarments purchased for me.  I was too shy.  I was squirming and feeling uncomfortable.  And this would show up on Mason’s credit card statement.  
Oh, God.



CHAPTER 6
 
Mason
 
 
 
Complete mindfuck.  That was the first part of my plan, and it had been going quite well.  At least it had for the first few hours.  I felt how she quivered whenever I drew my body close to her small frame.  I intimidated her sexually and it pleased me greatly.  I felt her skin radiate with heat if I so much as grazed her ear.  
Why Ms. Pryor, I was not aware you could be capable of such feelings for me.  Who was I kidding?  I merely had to look in their direction and women fell all over themselves around me.  
While I was in Chicago, I had my stylist usher her around Manhattan to upgrade her wardrobe.  I couldn’t allow a ragamuffin be seen entering or leaving any of my five star hotels.  To be honest, it was all part of the mindfuck.  I also gave Amy strict instructions to help my little “charity case” pick out some new lingerie.  
I have specific preferences which were outlined in my email.  I wondered what Jillian’s expression was when she learned I was outfitting her with my favorite pieces of black and red lace.  I had no idea then how much I would be fucking up my own mind with that venture.  For the entire afternoon, and thereafter, I could not get the image of that girl out of my mind.  She reminded me of a fresh, red rose whose petals I wanted to pluck.
The images and fantasies of Jillian splayed over my dining table was enough to give me blue balls.  Finally, during the flight back to New York, I had no choice but to relieve myself in the bathroom as I imagined her spread every which way in that lingerie, complete with thigh highs and five-inch heels.  I thought about her round ass, the curve of her supple hips.  She couldn’t have been any taller than 5’2, which is perfect.  I imagined her round tits bouncing as I threw her up and down on my cock.  Bloody hell.  
The more I thought about her, the stronger the desire overtook me.  This was no longer just about pay back for her brother’s past sins.  I had to own
her.
It’s been three days, and I’ve not seen Jill since the night I picked her up outside the Starbucks.  After realizing the repercussions of my lingerie stunt, I could not return to my Penthouse on 5th Avenue.  
I didn’t trust my level of control once I returned home and saw her.  I knew she wouldn’t say no.  No woman has ever told me no.  I’d be overbearing.  Too impulsive.  I’d be too rough.  She wasn’t ready for me- or so I convinced myself for a short time.
 
Instead, I opted to stay at my apartment on West 87th Street.  I called one of my regulars and she quickly came running.  I needed to relieve myself and regain control.  I chose someone who was the complete opposite of the woman waiting at my penthouse.  This woman was tall, tanned and blonde.  She could serve as the perfect distraction.  
Still, even as I had this woman bound and begging for me, I could only think about Jill.  I imagined it was Jillian’s tight cunt I was fucking.  When I was finished with the woman, I threw some bills on the table for her cab fare and went to my study where I kept my whiskey.  I had my temporary relief, but I was still unsatisfied.
I was presumptuous, believing I’d be able to get a better grip and control myself the longer I was away.  It took me three days to realize the longer I was away from my penthouse, the worse my fantasies became.  I couldn’t keep her out of my mind, even while at work I imagined her under my desk sucking me off.  Fuck.  
Now, I sat in my office, which gifted me with a breathtaking panoramic view of the city.  Such scenery was far from my mind, however.  I looked over the thorough background check I’d ordered on my little Jilly Bean.  
Truthfully, I didn’t really need such a thorough investigation on a girl who seemed to be clean as a whistle.  I had known her five years previously, and knew of all the clubs and organizations she’d been part of in high school before college.  I ordered the background check because I could.  
As suspected, everything appeared clean.  The only disappointment I encountered on her report was her latest choice of employment and her GPA.  I knew of the Sloanes through acquaintances and parties, but had always declined their dinner party invites.  
Being an alumni of New York University myself, I was well aware the institution would not approve of Ms. Pryor’s current GPA dip.  My own father’s raging, berating voice haunted my thoughts as I reviewed the report.  I had to take a deep, calming breath to push the memories from my mind.
I paged my assistant through the phone that sat on my desk.
“Mr. Woodward?” Elizabeth’s intimidated voice rang through.
“Elizabeth, call my housekeeper and have her send Ms. Pryor to my office.  Tell her to bring me a damn coffee.” I did not intend to have a growl in my voice, yet there it was.
“Yes, Mr. Woodward.  Right away.”
Precisely five minutes later, my personal mobile chimes, indicating I have a text message.
Jill:  You could have just texted me, silly… or called.  You still take it black with 2 sugars? ;)
I couldn’t believe she remembered how I used to drink my coffee.  I smiled and thumbed an answer back: Light and sweet these days.
Jill:  Yes, Sir.
That response made my cock twitch and my mind temporarily plunged into darkness as I imagine all the ways I could make her give me that answer over and over again.
“Elizabeth,” I called into the intercom.
“Mr. Woodward?”  
“Get my lawyer on the phone.”



CHAPTER 7
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
I was feeling really good.  I’d just lined up not one, but two interviews for the upcoming week.  The first was a secretarial position within a small firm and the second was as an office assistant.  Of course, I’d have to officially quit school because I’d barely make enough to cover rent.  Without a Bachelor's Degree, it would be a long time before I could apply for jobs doing what I really wanted to do.  
Absentmindedly, I wondered if Mason had any open positions available in his various enterprises.  Hell, I could make beds and clean in one of his hotels.  I tossed the idea, though.  If he had any openings, he probably would have said something.  Mason knows I’m unemployed.  Also, it would look very unprofessional if a member of the hotel staff was seen entering and exiting his penthouse, for however temporary it might be.
I remembered he’d told me once, when I was seventeen,  he’d have a job opening for me if I was ever interested.  I sighed as I thought about that.  He probably didn’t remember that conversation, and it probably went out the window when he had that fight with Travis.  
Just then, Mrs. O’Malley knocked on the door to my bedroom.  I smiled when she poked her head in.  She’s Mason’s housekeeper, an older woman from Dublin with graying hair that was always puffed into a bun at the back of her head.  She has kind blue eyes.  We’d become great friends over the three days I’d been staying there and she reminded me of the grandmother I lost when I was in junior high. 
“Mr. Woodward’s assistant just rang the house and would like you to see him in his office, and bring a coffee.” She said with a smile on her face, as though this request did not sound weird at all.
“He has my number,” I blurted with a roll of my eyes, but I still smiled.  
When you manage thousands of employees, it’s easy to get old friends and household staff mixed up with company staff.  Right?  
“Ah well, you know how our Mr. Woodward can be,” she smiled with a ring of affection in her tone.
I smiled and nodded politely just before she closed the door.  I know how Mason used to be... and it was nothing like this.   
I recalled the way his scrutinizing eyes assessed my faded purple sweater and blue jeans when I last saw him.  He was certainly unimpressed.  The condescending look was one I’d gotten from the Sloanes and their friends several times.  I looked through the closet now filled with new clothes from Saks and Barneys.  What do I wear to my very first peek into the corporate world?  I had to “look the part,” as his arrogant words so kindly put it the other night.
Oh, I’d look the part, for sure.  He’d kill me otherwise.  I chose a fitting gray pencil skirt and a low-cut silk blouse in white.  I matched it with nude thigh-high stockings and red heels.  I opted to keep my hair down, and only applied a little mascara and lipgloss because our Mr. Woodward was not one to wait for his coffee.  Heaven forbid. 
It took me almost no time to get ready and within a half hour I was walking through the double glass doors to J.A. Woodward and Company.  The building was a glass skyscraper, fitting in with the slew of other skyscrapers in the Financial District.  I entered the lobby and was immediately halted by the large security guards stationed at the doors as though their lives depended on it.  
I won’t bore you with the details of how I finally got to the 42nd floor, but I was stopped three times.  Finally, I reached the floor of my destination and approached the front desk.  Everyone was so crisp and immaculate.  I was grateful for my new clothes, because even with expensive attire, I felt so out of my element.  I felt like a lost puppy walking around with a stainless steel mug filled with coffee, light and sweet.
“May I help you?” I was greeted as I approached the front desk.
“Yes, I’m Jillian Pryor, here to see Mason- er, Mr. Woodward.” I answered, gripping the coffee mug quite tightly.  
Mrs. O’Malley insisted Mason only drank coffee from his french press at home.  I suppose it was one of his many quirks, but I questioned how hot the coffee was by this point.
“Yes, I see your name is on the list.  I will inform him you are here, but Mr. Woodward is in a telephone conference at the moment.  He will see you when he is ready.  Please have a seat.” She answered curtly, scrutinizing me with blue eyes.
“Okay.  Thanks.  Please tell him his coffee's getting cold.” I said casually, half-joking, but Ms. Blue Eyes didn’t find me very amusing.
“He will see you when he is ready.” She repeated herself as though she’d been programmed to speak in repetitive cycles. “Please have a seat.”
I shrugged off the rude behavior.  This is New York after all.  I’ve seen and dealt with worse.  I sat in one of the oversized leather arm chairs lining the waiting room and waited.  And waited.  At one point I unscrewed the cap of Mason’s coffee mug to test the heat of the beverage.  Wow.  It was still hot.  I guess it pays to have an overpriced travel mug.
“Ms. Pryor?” A middle-aged woman with graying hair approached me.  I looked up just as I finished screwing the cap back onto the mug.  She smiled kindly down at me from where she stood.
“Mr. Woodward is ready for you.  He apologizes for the wait,” she said as I stood.
“Oh, he can tell me that himself,” I teased as she led me toward a set of large mahogany doors.  
“I wouldn’t tell him that.” She warned, and then presented the office doors for me.  
He’s in a mood today.  The warning was written all over her wrinkled face, although she wouldn’t say so much verbally.
“Pfft.” I laughed lightly and she gave me a very worried look as I pushed through the doors and entered his office.
The doors closed quietly behind me, and I suddenly felt the thick tension in the air as soon as I entered his expansive office.    
His office held the most beautiful view of Central Park I’d ever seen, but it was otherwise very sterile in appearance and comfort.  There were a few paintings which I was not familiar with, but that was pretty much the extent of it.  
I only took a few seconds to survey my surroundings before my eyes landed on Mason.  He sat at his desk, staring angrily down at the office phone situated before him.  He was gritting his teeth so tensely, I could see the knot in his jaw from where I stood.  Ok, so he must be having a bad day.  Still, he looks sexy as hell.  I felt an unfamiliar need to comfort him and make him feel better, but I was out of my depth with that.
“Hi.” I spoke softly as I approached him.  My red heels clacked on the perfect marble as I approached his desk.  He looked up as I pulled him from his thoughts.  I could see his face soften somewhat when I presented him with the stainless steel mug of still-hot coffee.
“Having a bad day?” I asked with sympathy as he took the mug.
“I just had a delightful conversation with my father.” 
His face still appeared calloused, and the knot was still in his jaw.  Then suddenly, he looked up and really saw me.    
The way he looked at me shouldn’t have made me feel insecure, but I was not used to any man looking at me the way he did just then.  I watched his hand flex before his fingers gripped the armrest of his desk chair.  His gaze locked with my own, silently demanding my attention.  During his absence, I’d forgotten how his presence could be so… overwhelming.  I looked away and lightly cleared my throat.  I tried to suppress all of my old feelings I’d had for him during my senior year of high school as they suddenly surged, making my heart beat faster.  I was failing miserably at suppressing those feelings.
“I brought you coffee.” I said stupidly, fixating blindly on the view of Manhattan facing me.  The energy between us was more than I could handle.  	
“I see that.” He answered with a clipped tone.  It told me he had no interest in the coffee and he had no interest in discussing such a mundane topic.  I felt his intense gaze still on me.  
“I’d much rather discuss your plans for the future.” He spoke to me like the big boss, and I was no more than an office aid.  
“Oh, well I have two interviews lined up for next week.” I answered.  The confidence I felt earlier had diminished to nonexistent.  
“Doing what?” He asked with the same clipped tone.  His gaze bore into me.  
“An office assistant.  It’s full time.  I’d have to take a break from school to pay rent, but I applied for scholarships...” My voice trailed.  My face felt aflame.  
His lip quirked into a slight snarl, and there was a pause of silence as he stood, rounded his desk, and perched on the edge of it just in front of me.  Again, my face was level with his groin, and I looked away momentarily before my gaze met his.
“You’ll do no such thing.” His command was assertive.
I stared up at him with a deadpan expression, and that only seemed to set fire to his eyes more. “Some of us have to work our way through college, Mason.  I can’t get approved for private loans and my family isn’t able to cosign for me.  I didn’t make enough last year and my GPA isn’t-”
“You got kicked from financial aid and now you’re squirming.” He smirked. “You’re not sure if you should quit your college career just before your last semester.” Somehow he reminded me of the cat who cornered the mouse.  I swallowed hard.
“What is your major?” He asked, just before he finally took a sip from his coffee mug.
“Social Work, with a minor in economics.” I answered, wondering where the hell all of this was going, and why it was so important.
In response, he nearly spit his coffee out.
“Social Work?” he asked incredulously. “Why the fuck would you choose a field like that?  There’s no money to be had carting around America’s welfare-”
Is he serious?  Anger flared up in my chest as I thought of my dearest friend who grew up in the foster care system.  
“You’re such an arrogant asshole!  Not everyone is dealt the same hand you were given.  Some of us have a really rough time no matter how hard we work!” My fists were balled so tightly I could feel how white my knuckles had become.  
No matter my fury though, I was only met with a cool gaze from him.  It was a mask and I could no longer read his emotions.  For a split second, I thought I saw the faint trace of a smirk on his lips.
“Forgive me.” He responded smoothly, but I couldn’t gauge the level of sincerity if there was any. “I was sounding like my father.  You know I was very proud of you when you were accepted into NYU.” Yes, I remember how much you used to care. 
“I want to help people.” I stubbornly responded.
“I know you do.  You’ve always been the bleeding heart type,” he commented with a grin that would probably cause most women to drop their panties for him.  
I admit, it caused me to lose most of my fury.  It was enough to make my heart flutter in my chest, especially when a lock of black hair fell out of place and onto his forehead.  I felt my thighs clench as light tingles rushed down south.  I wanted to reach out and smooth the lock of hair away from his eyes… and then run
my fingers through his hair while he pulled me into his lap, firmly holding me in place, kissing me, running his tongue along my...
“I have a proposal for you.” He said in a very business-like manner and it forced me to leave my sensual fantasy of him.
I snapped to attention, meeting the intensity of his stare and my face was flushed bright pink.  I just knew it was bright pink.  I could feel the warmth that had spread from my cheeks down to my neck, and all the way down to the dampened area between my thighs.  He must have noticed that flush because he had an arrogant smirk on his face as he looked down at me.  His eyes moved up and down my form momentarily before he locked his gaze with me firmly, demanding my utmost attention.
“You want me to come work for you?” I joked, trying to lighten the intensity.
“Not exactly.  Although, I suppose it’s a matter of perspective.” There was still a smirk on that handsome face as he rounded his desk, unlocked a drawer, and pulled a leather bound folder from its contents.  
His response had me immediately suspicious about what his proposal involved.  But before I could ask any questions, he produced a crisp white document and presented it before me.  It contained fine print and a line for my signature and date.
“Before I say another word, you’ll sign this confidentiality agreement.  You’ll not say a word about my lifestyle, my affairs, my words to you, or any business you would consider personal on my account, to anyone.” His dark brow piqued sternly as he explained the agreement.  
Really?  I looked up at him drily.  My New York sarcasm suddenly flared.  I couldn’t resist. 
“Yes, I suppose it’s necessary, because if I wanted to say anything to anyone, I could have done so already... years ago.  But I have this thing called respect, and I haven’t said a word to anyone-”
“I would watch that sarcastic tone, Ms. Pryor.  You might find you’ll regret using such a tone with me.” He was terse.
I sighed softly. “Yes, of course I’ll sign it.  I had to sign one for the Sloanes when I was hired to be a nanny.  Can I get a pen?”
“You’re not going to read it first?” His jaw clenched slightly.
“No, Mason.  I don’t need to read it.  Do you recall how many years I could have talked about you, and everything I knew about you, even then?  Not to mention the last three days…”
He didn’t argue with me as he handed me the pen and I scribbled my signature and the date.  Yes, I was annoyed.  This was ridiculous.  He was studying my exasperated demeanor, of course.
“Again, I’ll remind you to watch your tone with me, Ms. Pryor.” He now seemed agitated.
I simply looked at him, blinking a few times.  What the hell was this?  Was I some errant employee?  He continued speaking, ignoring my expression, while he still clutched the leather folder and replaced the agreement within the folder.  He was now perched on the edge of the desk again, facing me directly.
“I propose you finish your degree, complete whatever internships are still required by the state of New York, and work towards raising your grade point average.  I am certain you aspire to continue on with graduate school?”
My dark eyes obviously flared as I looked up at him. 
“Yes Mason, of course I want to go on to graduate school.  I applied for scholarships and jobs, but I’m probably going to have to take a break from school to save money-”
“Out of the question,” he cut me off shortly.  
I sighed.  Things must seem so easy when you have all the money in the world to just throw around.  I would bet my life on the assumption he’s never had to take out a college loan in his life.
“I’ll provide for your needs and lodging.  You’ll not work, with the exception of required internships and attend classes full-time to build up your grades.  I’ll pay off your student debt and the upcoming costs of tuition.” 
He said this coolly as he leaned back ever so slightly and assessed my reaction.
My mouth must have hit the floor because he grinned and lifted his forefinger to my chin, gently forcing my mouth closed.  
“Mason.”
“I’d appreciate if you refer to me as Mr. Woodward while you’re on company grounds,” he interrupted me sharply.  
I’ve never had to call him by that title.  He’s always just  been Mason.  This really caught me by surprise.
“Right.  Mr. Woodward, this is very, very kind and generous of you, but you’ve already done so much for me.  I can’t leech off your generosity like this, freely taking from you just because you’re very…” I looked around at my surroundings. “Very successful.”
Mason’s success was the least of it.  He came from very old English money, something he never cared to talk about with most people.
Mason... Mr. Woodward simply chuckled, and I didn’t like the sound of it.  
“Ms. Pryor, I do nothing for free.” He stared down at me with a slight grin as he allowed that to sink in.  Again, he looked at me like I was the cornered mouse.
“What about the charities and nonprofit organizations you sponsor?” I challenged, although my voice wavered somewhat.
“It’s all PR, Ms. Pryor.  Public relations are extremely important when establishing your name in the business world.  First impressions and reputation are of utmost importance.  Surely I do not have to give you a college lecture.  You’ve taken Society and Economic Change, I assume?” Yes, but I assume you’ve never taken Poverty and Inequality.
I stared up at him as my frustration spiked.  
Right, Mr. Moneybags Mason, I thought to myself.  What about the times you helped my family, thinking nobody knew about it?  What about those times you rescued me?  That was not PR, because nobody else knew about it.  What the hell happened to you? 
I wanted to ask him and shake him, but I was also seriously considering his proposal.  I was very concerned what the stakes entailed, though.  I was about to ask him about this, but his personal cell rang.  He grabbed it from the inside pocket of his black suit jacket, looked at the screen and gave a disgruntled sigh.
“Give me a moment,” he said to me sharply before pressing the answer button. “You know I’m working.” He said into the phone.
I could hear the muffled response of a female on the other end.
“Piper, why not send me an email outlining why you disagree with my plans?” He held a tone of sarcasm in his voice, which indicated this was not a business call.  
I could hear her snippy, yet muffled answer on the other end of the phone.
“Suit yourself.  I’m going through with this, I’ll call you later.” He ended the call, returned the cell phone to the inside jacket of his suit, and looked at me with glittering eyes.
“My apologies.  That was my cousin.  She’s at times very much like a nagging little sister.”  
The terse tone in his voice was long gone.  
“Now, where were we?  Ah yes, I do nothing for free.”
“Right.  You said that already, along with a brief explanation as to how you’re secretly an ass who presents himself as a social philanthropist.” I gave him a deadpan stare.  
I was trying to mask my own nerves.  After a few moments of silence, I had to ask because he seemed to be waiting for the question.
“What do you want from me in return?” My nerves showed in my voice.  It was slightly shaky.  
I could help him full-time in the office, or clean hotel rooms for free.  I could run his errands or help Mrs. O’Malley with her duties around the house.  I thought about all my options, all but the one I pushed deep down into the depths of my mind.  I denied that possibility.
“I want my sexual needs satisfied, Ms. Pryor.  I’m a very difficult man to please.” He said bluntly.
Those words sucked the air from my lungs.  I looked up at him with eyes wide and round.
“Me?” I asked in disbelief, although I think my voice sounded more like a squeak. “Why me?”
“Because you’re beautiful, and I want to fuck that little body of yours and feel how I can make it writhe with pleasure.” 
His words were smooth, and as though he could feel my heart rate quicken, he leaned forward.  The heat from his tall, muscular frame overwhelmed me.  I could smell his signature cologne scent.  Hot waves of need washed over me again, especially after hearing the filthy words that came out of his mouth.  I had no idea I would be so aroused by such dirty talk.  I also felt embarrassed by how bright pink I knew I’d become.
I opened my mouth to speak, but words would not come out.  So many thoughts whirled around in my mind.  I wanted him to take me, but I was also afraid.  My high school crush on him escalated into pure lust.  Well, it wasn’t pure lust.  I wanted more time with him.  I missed how he was back in the good old days.  But this proposal... this caught me by complete shock.
“You’ll take the spare room in my penthouse and be at my beck and call, as it pleases me, for three months.  Then I will pay for all of your schooling costs.  It will all be in the contract.”
“Contract?” I blurted, blinking.  This can’t be real.
“I don’t do anything without written documentation, Ms. Pryor.  I will pay all the necessary fees, past and future, accrued by your attendance at NYU.  In return you give yourself to me for three months.  If, for any reason, you decide to deny me your body before the three months are up, you will owe me the entire amount of your college education in full, immediately.”
He was actually serious.  This was all too much.  I looked away from him as I continued to process everything he’d just thrown at me.  My heart bounced around within my rib cage as though I’d just run a ten-mile marathon.
I sat in the chair, staring at him.  Then I began pinching my arm.  Mason’s face contorted as he watched me for a moment.
“What the hell are you doing?” He asked.
“I’m pinching myself.”
“I see that.  Why?” He was annoyed and perplexed.
“I was just wondering for a moment if this was a dream.  I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around the idea you’d want me in that way.” I stopped pinching my arm and rested my hands in my lap.
“Oh, indeed I do, Ms. Pryor.  You have no idea.  I can see by your flushed face and clenched thighs you desire me as well.  You want to know what it will be like to have me on you, holding you down, deep inside you.” He smirked as though he could sense the liquid heat pooling between my thighs. 
“What do you say to this arrangement?”
My breath caught, thinking about all those words he just said to me.  He was so crude, but his words sent a flood of sensual, pleasuring tingles through my body.  It felt so good.
I want my sexual needs satisfied, Ms. Pryor.  I’m a very difficult man to please.  
His words also haunted my mind as I tried to piece together what I was going to say to him, and how to react to all of this.  I could never please a man like him.  What happened to him?  He is so hardened, and so cold… I squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to block everything out and focus on what I should say.  
“A verbal response would be appreciated, Ms. Pryor,” Mason prompted.
“It’s Jill,” I finally snapped as I opened my eyes.  I locked my gaze with his. “And the answer is NO.”
His eyes flared.  They burned through me.   
“No?” He asked incredulously.  
I may have been the first person to ever say no to him.  He was clearly not accustomed to this, and it showed in his blazing gaze and agitated tone.
“If you want to be with me, then be with me, but I will not have sex with you for your money, or the nice clothes, your company or your properties.  Here’s my proposal: I’ll pay you back every penny for the clothes and the fees you pay NYU, after I graduate college.  I’ll sign a contract with a payment plan for that.  I’d be like a prostitute otherwise.”
The knot had returned to his jaw, and his fingers gripped the edge of the desk as though he was struggling to maintain his self-control.
“Do you wish to refer to yourself as a prostitute?”
“No.” My response was passionate.
“Then don’t.” He answered smoothly, slightly terse.  “The contract still stands.  I pay the fees.  You give your body to me, and only me, for three months.”  
I had so many questions, so many thoughts and emotions jumbled into one big mess within my head.  
At that moment, my phone rang, and I was desperate for something else to focus on, something to distract myself from the intense aura surrounding him.  I pulled my phone from my purse, thinking it might be Elyse calling me from Florida.  Instead, I saw my brother was calling me.  
I clutched my phone in both hands as the call went to voicemail.  I couldn’t speak to Travis at a time like this, not in front of Mason.  A moment later, my phone chimed with an incoming text message.  I looked at my phone, still feeling Mason’s intense gaze boring down on me.  I felt both aroused and intimidated.  
Travis:  San Fran was great.  We made the deal.  I’ll be in NY for 2 days in March.   
I read the text message and bit my lower lip as I keyed an answer back:
Yeah!  Sorry I’m in a meeting but can’t wait to see you! :)  
My phone instantly chimed again with another message from Travis.
“Who the hell are you talking to?” Mason finally asked.
“It’s not important.” I answered.  He arched an eyebrow at me and I sighed. “It’s Travis.”
Mason’s nostrils actually flared and an unreadable mask spread over his face.  I felt overwhelmed.  I needed to get away from Mason to just think.
“I need
to use the bathroom,” I said softly.  Without a word, he pointed toward a closed door in the far corner of the office, toward his private bathroom.  As I gathered my bag, I could sense him round his desk and turn his back to me as he stared through the glass at the expansive view of Manhattan.    
Quickly, I walked across the marbled floor toward the bathroom.  There, I locked the door and let out a deep breath.  I realized then I was barely breathing until that moment.  I leaned against the door and closed my eyes, feeling somewhat comforted by the enclosed, private space with a locked door.
I thought about his proposal and the conditions applied to it.  Could I really do this?  It’s only three months and then you’ll have zero student debt.  You’ll be able to graduate on time and get the job you want.  Maybe even go to graduate school sooner rather than later.  
Then my mind drifted toward darker fantasies- fantasies I had ignored since I was eighteen years old.  Back then, my adoration for Mason had turned into a full-fledged crush on him.  The crush was always one sided.  Mason was ten years older than me and I was just a kid to him.  
I’m not a kid anymore.  I’m nearly twenty-three.  After all these years, I could feel him in bed.  I was practically panting at the thought of his hard body pressed against mine, taking me.  I nibbled on my lower lip as I thought about the positives and the negatives of this contract.  
If he’d been any other man, I would have run for the hills… but it’s Mason.  Regardless of what he’d said about public relations and business reputation, he’d done so much for my family.  He cared.  He saved me, more than once, from my own teenage drama. 
My mind drifted back to better times when he was still friends with my brother, when he was always at my family’s apartment, when he took me to the eyeglass boutique to get new frames… I inhaled and exhaled again deeply.  He was a different Mason back then.  He could be rough around the edges sometimes, but he was generous and kind without the need for PR.  He was genuine; he still had a need for control - even back then - but there was no tension in the air surrounding him.  Something happened to harden his heart, and whatever it was, it had to do with my brother. 
Blindly, I went to the sink and splashed cold water on my red hot cheeks.  I stared into the drain as I contemplated how I could possibly please a man sexually who admitted he was a difficult man to please.  
How do I tell him I have zero sexual experience with any man?  I couldn’t possibly give him what he wants.  And why me?  It made absolutely no sense why an enigmatic businessman with control issues, who comes from very old wealth, would want a boring nobody from Brooklyn who has no sexual experience. 
You’re overthinking all of this.  You want him.  Let him help you, thoughts through my mind.  Heat pooled between my thighs as I remembered his dirty words to me.  You’re beautiful and I want to fuck that little body of yours and feel how I can make it writhe with pleasure.  After splashing more cold water onto my cheeks, I stared at my reflection in the mirror.
I can do this, I thought to myself.  I want to give myself to him.  I’ll get the real Mason back.  It was then I noticed the medicine cabinet was opened just enough to expose a box of… is that what I think it is?  I opened the cabinet door more to get a better look and my eyes rounded when I saw the large box of latex condoms sitting there.  It was already opened.  A streak of something white-hot coursed through my veins as I pulled out the box and looked through it.  The box was half-used.  I shoved it back into the cabinet and closed the door.  After taking several more minutes to compose myself, I finally exited the bathroom and returned to his office.
Every ounce of composure I gathered inside the bathroom left me as soon as I stepped foot into his office again.  Mason stood, leaning against the wall adjacent to the bathroom door.  He’d removed his black suit jacket, and was wearing a crisp white button down.  His tie had been removed.  I could see the definition of his biceps and his hardened abs through his shirt.  
He stared down at me hungrily as he prowled toward me.  My eyes widened for a split second as he came closer, and in response, I took a few steps backwards until I felt my back against the wall.  My breathing quickened as his body now pressed against mine, pinning me to the wall.  I couldn’t escape- not that I wanted to.  
His gaze alone entranced me, and left my insides smoldering.  The scent of him clouded my senses as the heat of his body overtook me.  The lace underneath my pencil skirt was officially wet.  For those few seconds, as anticipation increased, I gazed up into his light brown eyes.  There was a darkness in those eyes.  Lust.  If words weren’t going to convince me to accept his terms, then he was going to show me.  I knew this, but I didn’t care.  His arms wrapped around me, the strength of his body overpowering me.  His lips crashed down on mine, and I savored his taste.     
His lips enveloped mine while both of his hands flattened against the wall, not allowing me to move.  His kiss was heated and passionate, yet tender.  I felt a force stronger than any magnetic pull as he consumed me.  Words can’t begin to describe how he’d captivated me, and I wondered if he felt the same pulse between us.  
He nibbled on my lower lip gently as his hands slid down my body.  His tongue tenderly slipped between my lips, silently demanding I part for him.  I opened my mouth for him and welcomed his tongue as it caressed the inside of my mouth.  I ran my hands up and down his back and it only encouraged him to ravish me even more.  
I’d kissed two guys in my life before Mason, and I’d never felt such sensations from a kiss before.  This was more than a kiss.  This was indescribable.  My body careened with desire against his.  With his mouth still possessing mine, he took my hand and placed it on the bulge of his pants.
“Feel what you do to me,” his voice was raw in my ear.  My heart was rampant as I felt the large, tented bulge in my hand.  Solid and rock hard, for me.  I stopped breathing for a second.
Before I knew what was happening, he’d bunched my skirt around my waist and pressed his knee between my legs to hold me in place.  His hands reached around my backside, gripped me, and he lifted me up as though I weighed no more than a feather.  
“Wrap your legs around me, sweetness,” he whispered in my ear before returning his lips to mine.  Immediately I wrapped my legs around him and kissed him with lustful intensity as he carried me to the oversized white leather sofa situated on the other side of his office.  
He sat down, leading me to straddle his lap.  I felt the thick hardness beneath his black pants.  A soft moan escaped my lips as his hardness pressed against my wet lace, rubbing me right… ohhhh there.  Ah!  I lightly rubbed myself on his tented shaft and it caused me to ache with need.  Based on what I was feeling beneath me he was too big to fit inside me.  His lips finally left mine and he trailed licks and kisses down my neck as his fingers slipped beneath my lace panties.
He grunted as he felt how damp my panties were.  His thumb and forefinger rubbed my clit, soft at first, and then he quickly adopted a rougher tempo as he rubbed me and flicked me, making me so wet and swollen.  I’d never experienced such aching desire as I did with this man.
“Oh Jill.  You’re soaked for me,” he whispered into my ear.  I moaned softly at his touch.
“You need to be fucked.  Hard.  You have no idea what I have planned for this sweet little body.”  
His thumb and forefinger massaged my bud, and then he slipped a finger into my heat.  I let out a breathy moan into his ear, and it only encouraged him.  Then he slipped a second finger into me.  I buried my face in his neck and moaned from the pleasurable pressure he applied to me down there.  I felt him grow and harden beneath his pants.
“You’re so tight,” he said between kisses down my neck.  His fingers moved in and out of me rapidly and I mewled in his ear.    
“When’s the last time you were fucked good and hard?”
I stilled, frozen in place.  
“You have been with a man before, yes?” He asked, sounding a little more rigid now from my silence.
“No…” I whispered, and he retracted his fingers in response to my answer.  I gave a soft whimper of objection.  “I didn’t plan to wait this long, it just…happened.  School and work got hectic.”
“Shit.” He whispered, seeming to say it more to himself than to me. “I’m sorry.”
“That’s a deal breaker, isn’t it?” I asked, still straddling his lap.
He thought silently, contemplating my question, but he didn’t answer me.  Again, he was impossible to read.  I expected him to push me off his lap at any second.
“Why do you have a box of condoms in your bathroom cabinet?” I blurted the question before he could say anything.
He looked at me and smirked slightly. “I enjoy sex.”
“So you’re just looking for a cheap toy to use at the office?” I asked.
“No.  My last assistant would bring me coffee, and I would fuck her.  It was a consensual thing between us.  I was under the assumption there would be no strings attached.  I didn’t realize she was a loon and quickly developed stalker tendencies.  I had to file a restraining order and I replaced her position with a much older, less attractive woman.”
I stared at his face as he spoke, and he could see the worry in my eyes.
“If you are still willing to sign my contract, I will gladly continue with this.” His lips lightly brushed along the nape of my neck as his fingers lightly teased my wet heat.  I nearly faltered in my thought process.
“Yes, but I want something added into the contract.” I breathed.
“That depends what it is?” He asked warily.
“You said my body will be for you and only you the next three months.  You can’t be with another during this contract period either.” I looked him square in the eyes.
He didn’t even hesitate. “Done.” 
He instantly plunged two fingers back into my slick folds, and immediately began fingering me.  I gasped and threw my head back as his fingers picked up the pace.
“Look at me,” he commanded, and with his free hand, he forced my head upright.  
My eyes focused on his.  His gaze on me flared with such intensity as his pace became rough.  I gasped and moaned, feeling a build-up of overwhelming sensations.
“Oh Mason, please…” I cried out, and he pressed a hand over my mouth.
“Shhh, sweet thing.  This office isn’t soundproof.” He kept his hand over my mouth.  My cries were now muffled as I looked into his eyes.  
“I want your pleasure.  Give it to me.”
His pace became furious, slipping a third finger into me and within seconds, I felt myself explode all over his fingers.
“That’s it, baby,” he coaxed in a whisper. 
He continued finger fucking me through my orgasm and slowed as my stifled moans died down to gasps.  His lips pressed against mine, even as I was still breathless from an orgasm no vibrator had ever able to give me. 
Once my breathing had quieted a little, he looked into my eyes, assessing me quietly.  He seemed hesitant about the next step.
“I’d give myself to you freely,” I said quietly. “I will now, no contract.”  
His lips quirked into a slight smile, but it was the faintest of smiles before his expression became very serious. 
“Don’t get attached to me.”
I said nothing.  I knew I was playing with fire, but my desire had consumed me.  The stone mask he’d worn earlier was now replaced with a look of tenderness as he repositioned the both of us in one swift movement.  He lay on top of me on the large sofa and kissed me softly on the lips before he trailed his mouth down my neck.  My hands moved to his pants, eager to unfasten him and see his length, but he instead took my wrists in one grip.  His light brown eyes looked into mine.
“I don’t want you to worry about a thing.”
His voice was raspy with need. Then I heard the zipper of his pants and he repositioned himself on me. I couldn’t see his length, but I felt it pressed against my inner thigh. I let out a deep breath, realizing how nervous I truly was.  
He grabbed a condom from the pocket of his pants and tore the foil.  Suddenly I remembered something.
“Is that latex?” I asked.
“Yes, why?” He asked.
“I’m allergic to latex.” I answered.
“Why didn’t you say anything before?” He asked, all tenderness gone from his voice.  He was clearly irritated with me.
“I just remembered that time when I was in tenth grade when I had a really bad allergic reaction to the latex gloves in biology lab.”
“Right.  I had to pick you up from school and drive you to the ER.”
“Do you have non-latex condoms?” I asked.  
“No,” he answered with disappointment in his voice. “Being a virgin, I’m guess you’re not on the pill.”
“Actually, I am.” I responded.  I didn’t feel the need to explain the pill was supposed to help regulate my cycles.
“Thank fuck,” he said, tossing the condom to the floor.  “I’m clean, and I hate using those things.”  
He returned to his position over me and I wrapped my arms around him tenderly as our lips met.  This time, I gently slid my tongue into his mouth and caressed his tongue with my own
“I will enjoy these breasts tonight.” He said, as he trailed kisses along my collarbone.
“Enjoy them now.” I prompted with a smile.
“All good things in time, Ms. Pryor.” 
He gave a soft tease as he sensuously ran his hands up and down my inner thighs.  Then he moved down, repositioning himself so his face was level with my heated arousal.  
“Mmm, red lace.  Did you come here with motives, Ms. Pryor?” I was graced with a teasing grin and it made me blush.
“Yes, Mr. Woodward.  Motives, wishful thinking, and coffee.”
I giggled as he tickled a sensitive spot on my inner thighs while he pulled my panties down my legs and finally tossed them on the floor.
“Do you know what I would do if we were at home, rather than the office?” He asked in a velvety smooth voice.
“What would you do?” I asked huskily as he repositioned over me again.
“I’d rip every piece of clothing from your body, and pull those sexy panties down your delicious ass with my teeth.  Then I would bind your wrists and ankles to the bed.”  
His body was pressed against mine again and the tip of his cock was poking at my warm and slick entrance.  He smoothed a few stray hairs from my face and looked down on my face.  There was a genuine tenderness about him I had not seen for many years, and certainly never like this.
“You can have me any way you like,” I replied breathily, consumed by thick, heated desire.  How long have I wanted this?  With Mason?  My heart nearly jumped out of my chest with each heavy thump.
“Are you positive?  Are you sure you want it like this?” He asked with a faint trace of warning in his eyes, but I ignored the hint.
“Yes, with you,” I answered softly. “Please, just-”
The intercom from Mason’s office phone beeped.
“My apologies, Mr. Woodward, but your four o’clock appointment is here.”
“I’m still busy with Ms. Pryor.” Mason growled.
“Mr. Woodward, I must insist-”
“Cancel it.” Mason snapped.
“Very well, Mr. Woodward.”
“Now, where were we?” Mason returned his attention to me while I was still spread out on the white leather.
I smiled and spread my legs for him as best I could, reminding him I had no panties.
“Oh yes, I am reminded, Ms. Pryor.” He gave me a wolfish grin while his hardened, thick length pressed against my opening.
He nibbled my lower lip before he passionately kissed me.  
“Are you ready?” He asked. His voice was laced with heated lust.
“Yes.” I breathed my answer.
I wanted him inside me.  I spent too much time wondering what this would feel like, with him.
Without further hesitation, he thrust his thick length into me.  I gasped and bit down on my lower lip, feeling him drive in so deeply. He stilled as he stared down at me, allowing me time to adjust to him.
My breath shuddered, and he pulled a strand of hair from my face. “Are you okay?”
I nodded and noted the way he stared down at me. The expression in his eyes was soft and tender.  There was a glimmer of the real Mason shining through, but it was fleeting. The look in his eyes became fiery as he gave another solid thrust.
I whimpered, feeling him drive to the hilt, pull out, and then plunge deep inside again.  
My breathing became shaken as I felt him stretch every muscle and rub every nerve ending in my slick channel.  I didn’t realize how tight I actually was down there, or maybe he was just that big. I bit down hard on my lower lip and looked into his eyes.  I’ll never forget the fierce, hungry look on his face as he picked up his pace, plunging in and out with such fury.  Every time he pushed into my tight slit, he let out a deep groan.
Now, I just felt sore because he was stretching me out.  I felt myself clamp around his cock every time he pushed into me.
My aunt once told me a perfect gentleman was gentle with a lady on her first time.  Mason was anything but gentle and yet, I loved the thrill of his harsh thrusting as much as I loved the intensity in his eyes every time he hammered into me.  The sofa knocked against the wall from the force as he drilled into me.
I’d never been so thankful in all my life I’d made use of my purple vibrator before Mason took me in his office.  I could feel he was a lot thicker and longer than my little cheap toy, but this would have hurt a lot more if I hadn’t used it on occasion.
“Oh fuck, you’re so tight… feels so good.” He groaned, now pinning my wrists above my head with one hand.
“Mm, Mason…” I moaned loudly as my body rocked with the force of his thrusting.
He filled me completely, pulled out, then plunged back into my tightness.  I moaned loudly beneath him each time.
He squeezed his eyes shut briefly and then cupped a hand over my mouth.  With his free hand, he gripped the leather of the sofa so fiercely.  There was no doubt he was struggling to control himself.
“I want you…harder, please.” I gave a muffled plea through his cupped hand.  You’re such a freak, I told myself. You want this harder?
“I’ll hurt you.” He warned, with a grunt of pleasure as he slid out of me, and then rammed back in.  I pressed the back of my head against the leather as delicious sensations overtook me.
I could only cry into his palm as his hand remained over my mouth.  I wrapped my thighs around his body, feeling an instinctive need to spread my legs for him even further.  This only caused him to fuck me harder, with more force.  I knew I was going to be hurting after this, but I wanted to feel his mark on me.  Inside me.  What is wrong with me?!
“Do you like this?  You like it when I take you hard like this?” He grunted harshly as he plunged into me.   
Oh. Yes.  Tingles of pleasure erupted within me as he took me like this.
I felt the pressure build with each thrust.  He seemed to know exactly what I wanted.  My nerve endings were screaming with pleasure.  I arched my back and moaned into his ear as I clenched around him, milking his swollen cock.
“F..ff…” He immediately pressed his mouth into mine, in an effort to stifle his groans. 
I looked into his face during that brief moment, and saw only intense pleasure.  I felt his entire body shudder as he spilled into me, moaning into my mouth.  He was still breathing heavily several minutes after his orgasm, still clutching the white leather in a bear-claw grip.  The sofa would have to get upholstered after this.
Once his breathing had calmed, he stared down at me.  I looked up at him and smiled softly as I smoothed his black hair from his eyes.  The expression on his face told me I shouldn’t have made such an intimate gesture.  But we just had sex...
Just like that, it was over.  He tucked himself back into his pants and zipped his fly.  I watched him straighten.  Within seconds, he’d transformed himself into a presentable manner as though nothing had just happened between us.
I sat up slowly, feeling sore.  My channel was very tender as I moved.  I felt every inch where he’d been.  As I stood, I felt his warm juices trickle down the insides of my legs.  
I watched Mason stare at my legs with hooded eyes.  I darted into the bathroom to clean up.  I took my time as I freshened up in the bathroom, and I paused a moment to stare at myself in the mirror.  
I just had sex with Mason.  Mason took my virginity.  My heart skipped a beat at this thought.  My face was flushed crimson.  
As I emerged, I saw the sofa had already been wiped clean.  Soft indents from his grip remained on the leather, however.  Mason was now seated at his desk, staring at his computer screen too intently.  Perhaps he was trying to forget what just happened.
I found my panties still on the floor and replaced them on my hips.  There was complete silence for several minutes.
Finally, Mason cleared his throat and tore his gaze briefly from his computer screen.  “I’ll be leaving in about an hour.  If you want to wait, we can ride together, rather than have Rick drive back and forth needlessly.”
I nodded quietly and looked around the sparse office.  It was now dusk, and I watched the colors in the sky fade.  His view of the city really was fantastic.  I was lost in thought, remembering the tenderness he showed me when he used to protect me, years ago when things were different. That was the real Mason.  The true Mason is such a contrast to the arrogant facade he presented now, most of the time.
The way he left me on the sofa afterward had my heart hurting, even though I knew it shouldn’t.  Don’t get attached to me, I remembered him say.  Still, I ignored the feeling I’d been used.  I used to imagine sex with Mason when I was eighteen, and this was not how I pictured it.  I thought he would have been more affectionate and intimate with me.
A half hour passed and after a few phone calls, Mason looked at me. “The semester should be starting soon.  Do you have your books and course materials?”
“No,” I answered.
“Are you even registered for classes?” 
“Yes.  I have until Friday to pay in full or I’ll get dropped.  I was planning to visit the university library and make copies of the chapters needed for weekly readings.  Books are too expensive.”
Mason ran his hand through his hair, and then shook his head as though he didn’t understand my reasoning.
“Tomorrow, we will go to the University.  I’ll pay the balance and you can get your course materials.”
“Alright,” I answered. “Thanks...”
“What do you have planned for internships?” He asked.
Now he was starting to sound like Travis.
“I need one more.  I was talking to a program director at the community center-” He didn’t let me finish.
“I might be able to pull some strings if that doesn’t work out.  Just let me know.”
He was going to have to work on his communication skills, with the way he always interrupted me.
“Thank you, I really appreciate it, Mason.” I smiled stiffly.
His eyes darted up toward me, as though he wanted to correct me for calling him Mason on company grounds, but he said nothing and reverted his gaze back to his computer.



CHAPTER 8
 
Mason
 
 
 
6 years ago…
 
It was four in the afternoon on a Thursday when I ran up the wooden steps to the Pryor’s apartment building in Brooklyn.  Nobody was usually home at this hour on a Thursday, but I was here so often I had a key.  Mrs. Pryor was just getting out of work, Travis usually worked late, and Jill volunteered at the local animal shelter after school on Thursdays.  
I couldn’t wait.  I was in good spirits.  I’d managed to get a compliment out of my father earlier today, regarding my work ethic within the company.  In all my twenty-seven years, this had been a first, and I considered it a major feat. To top this, my own hotel business was really beginning to pick up.  The reputation of service my hotel provided was top of the line and I was working to expand a second location in Chicago.
To celebrate, I planned to take Travis and his family out to dinner.  I plopped down on the blue and white checkered sofa in their tiny living room and reached for the remote to flick on the television while I waited.  Just before I hit the button to the TV, I heard a faint, muffled noise.  I turned my head toward the hall and lowered the remote.
I definitely heard a deep exhale coming from Jill’s bedroom.  She was never home at this hour.  I rounded the living room and entered the hall where Jill’s room was the first in the narrow corridor.  Her door was open a crack and for once, there was no music playing.  I knocked on the door lightly just before I heard muffled sobs.  The door opened a bit more from the force of my knock.
“Jill?” I asked.
“Oh,” she choked, surprised I was at her door.  Her voice was shaky. “Hey Mason.  I’ll be right out okay?” 
She’s nearly seventeen.  It was probably not appropriate for me to have peeked in on her sitting on her bed, but the door was open and she was clearly crying.  I watched her hurriedly wipe her eyes with the sleeve of her white uniform shirt.  After a moment, she took a deep breath and stood from the bed.  With a bit of an uneven balance, she walked toward the doorway, nearly tripping over a pair of trainers sitting in the middle of the floor.  She bumped into the doorway and knocked her head on the frame.
“Ow.” she rubbed her head, then pretended like nothing had happened. “Hey Mason.  I wasn’t expecting anyone home yet.”
She blinked her brown eyes several times, trying to focus her gaze on me.
“Clearly.” I answered suspiciously, but also with concern.
She went through great lengths to walk without her eyeglasses.  I watched her blink a few more times, and she feigned a smile.
“Where are your glasses?” I asked sternly.
“Oh, I’m trying to focus my eyes-”
I interrupted the load of bollocks she was trying to give me.
“Jill,” my voice became more terse.  
She pursed her lips suddenly, and I could see she was struggling with every effort not to cry in front of me. 
“Where are your glasses?” I demanded.
With that, she burst into tears, covering her face as though that might hide her crying from me.  
I didn’t have much experience comforting others, so I did the only thing I could think of.  I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly.  She wrapped her arms around me and cried into my silk button down.  I didn’t mind.  After a few minutes, once she’d calmed down, she pulled away from me and staggered back toward her bed.  She reached under the pillow and pulled out the cheap ugly black frames she’d worn until this point.  They’d been broken in half and she’d attempted to patch the frames back together with clear tape.
I grimaced. “What the hell happened?”  
I didn’t mean to sound so angry, but the break in the frames appeared clean which meant it was a deliberate act.  Jill had never been the rebellious type; She was more of a bleeding heart.
She winced at the demanding tone in my voice. “This girl in my grade- she’s horrible.  She teases me about my hair, my shoes, my glasses.  She gets her followers to taunt me.  I can’t stand it anymore, Mason.  I’m going to ask Travis if I can finish school from home.  There’s an online program and I can send them my transcripts...” Her voice trailed when she sensed the anger raging within me.  
I didn’t give a fuck about some online school.  Nothing was going to throw a wrench into her dreams of going to Brown.  Her face was pale and she was completely humiliated.
I knew Travis worked hard to send his sister to a private Catholic school.  The school was nothing to compare to Hillard, but it still beat the local public high school she would have otherwise attended.  He was intent on her attending a good college, and this high school was the best he could afford.
Despite his objection, I’ve had to cover the cost of her tuition on occasion.  I was more than happy to do it when times were hard for their family.  Still, she was surrounded by spoiled rich brats who were intent on making her feel inferior.
“What’s the girl’s name?” I clenched my jaw, gritting my teeth.  I was interested to know if the girl came from a family within my networking connections.
“Nicole Balinski.” She answered with a frown and a slump of her shoulders.  
Her wild hair fell over her shoulders and covered her face.  
Bingo.  I knew her father.  In fact, he worked for me.  Ed Balinski was one of my top financial advisors and I knew he had a daughter around Jill’s age.  I made it a point to know about the people working closest to me, but I said nothing of this to her.
“Get your sweater and bring your glasses.” I said with resolve to eradicate this situation.
“Where are we going?” She asked, confused, as I guided her out of the bedroom and toward the front door.  I grabbed her emerald sweater that was hanging on the hook as we left the apartment.  I could tell she was worried we were headed straight to the dean’s office, as we should have, but I had my own way of getting matters corrected.
“We’re getting you some new frames.  You can’t walk around without glasses, Jill.”
I called her brother to tell him where I was taking his sister.  After hailing a cab, I took her to an eyeglass boutique on Madison Avenue.  Of course, we didn’t have an appointment, but it’s amazing what a few large bills can do speed things along.  
Jill was like a kid in a candy store as a very stylish woman helped her pick out a pair of frames that complimented her face.  I wished I could get excited over little things like this.  She finally chose a pair of taupe frames, or at least that’s what the lady called them.  I didn’t care what the fuck they were called as long as they weren’t those chunky black frames that hid half her face.  After waiting around a little while, the prescription lenses were taken out of her old frames and put into her new frames.
“It’s so expensive!” Jill exclaimed in shock.
“You can’t put a price on a good pair of frames, Jillybean.  Do you miss those old frames already?”
My teasing made her laugh, and she pushed my chest.  I didn’t budge from the impact because there was none, but she nearly fell over because she could hardly see.
“I’ll pay you back,” she promised as I caught her wobbly frame.
“Consider it an early birthday gift.” I said and then added more sternly, “And I’ll not hear another word of it.”
When her new eyeglasses were presented to her, Jill carefully placed them on her face.  She was beaming.  I don’t think I’d ever seen her so happy and it pleased me greatly.
After I dropped Jill off at the apartment, I paid a charming visit to Ed Balinski.  I knew he’d still be at the office.  I’ll spare the details of the visit, but I made it very clear if his daughter or any of her friends so much as looked at Jillian, there would be repercussions.  I had dirt on Ed I wasn’t afraid to use if needed, and he knew it.  Unethical?  Absolutely, but it got the job done.  When last I checked, Ed had sent his daughter to an all-girl’s boarding school in Connecticut immediately following that visit.  Jill didn’t seem to have a problem at school after that.
 
Present Day
 
I stared at the indent on the sofa, still fresh from Jill’s body, fully aware of what I’d just done.  It was a completely dick move to take her for the first time on the sofa of my office.  Still, I never claimed to be a nice guy.
I’d never cared to be with a virgin before her either; they seemed like they’d be more work than I had patience for.  As it was, I lost my control the second I entered her sweet, tight pussy.  
I wanted nothing more than to fuck her hard and rough.  And I did.  My hands wanted to grip those round hips and leave marks as I claimed her over and over again.  All things in good time, I told myself.  Once she signs that contract, she’ll be mine for three months.  I’ll train that delicious little body and by the time the three months are over, I’ll be tired of her.
I tried to focus on those thoughts rather than the true reality of the situation.  I watched her move from the sofa; she was trying to hide how sore I’d made her.  I’d been too rough with her.  She’s not the one I was angry with, but the text from her brother had thrown me into revenge mode.  
I closed my eyes once she went into the bathroom to take care of herself.  Never once did she cry that I was hurting her, and that made my desire for her simmer to a boiling point.  I needed to have her again.  And again. Warning bells were ringing in my head.  
The way she looked up at me as I was on top of her, so attentive, smoothing my hair away.  She’d given herself to me without a contract, with no other motive than to be with me.  I swallowed hard and fixated on my office computer in any attempt to distract myself from what I’d just done. 
No, I couldn’t lose my resolve.  This plan was set in motion with a specific goal in mind.  I couldn’t break from that.  She was a means to an end.  Nothing more.  Yet, the memories of better times were plaguing my mind now, more than ever.  I could not ignore the fact Jillian was more than just some piece of collateral damage.  She had been a part of some of the best years of my life.  I used to be very protective of her.  I fought against the truth that I still felt protective of her.  Guilt washed over me, and I tried to ignore the unwanted feeling.  I had to stick to the plan: I was angry and I needed my revenge.  I warned her not to get attached to me.
 
****
 
I brought her home with me, but she knew something was wrong during dinner as we sat at the long table in my empty dining room.  The filet mignon was tasteless in my mouth as I chewed, lost in thought.  I felt her dark eyes on me and I glanced at her momentarily.  Those eyes were as innocent as she was.  I knew she was hoping I would take her to bed with me, but I never took women into my bed.  Especially not in this penthouse.  That’s what my apartment on West 87th Street was for.  This place was my own personal sanctuary.
I excused myself and retired to be on my own for the remainder of the evening.  I could see the hurt and disappointment in her eyes as I left her in the dining room.  I didn’t see her again until the next afternoon, when I summoned her to my office again to sign the contract.  My clever lawyer worded the contract in such a way it wouldn’t be interpreted as prostitution.  
Even though Jill wouldn’t receive the funds directly, and  the contract was primarily written up as an understanding between the two of us, I needed to ensure there were as few loopholes as possible.
To my satisfaction, she read through every word carefully.  She was silent as she read through the stipulations we’d discussed. 
“I just have one question,” she looked up finally.
“Where will I live when the three months are over?  You don’t want me to work, with the exception of ‘helping you around the house or office as you deem necessary,’ but after the three months are over, I’ll be homeless.”
“Keep reading, Jill,” I pointed to a paragraph that outlined what will transpire once the three months are complete. “I would never allow you to be homeless.  Once the three months are over, I will lease something until you are able to get on your feet with a job after you graduate college.”
She pursed her lips and tapped her chin with the fountain pen as she read, considered every word, and thought quietly.  I was beginning to grow impatient with the amount of time she took to think about matters we’d already discussed and agreed upon, especially since she had no qualms about signing my confidentiality agreement without reading it.  
Finally, she signed and dated the contract, initialing each section containing the different stipulations to the agreement.  She handed the document back to my lawyer and I felt a deep sense of victory.  She would be mine for the next three months.
“Very good.  I will make a copy for you to keep on file.” My lawyer said eagerly.  I nodded, shook his hand, and showed him out.
Next, I took her to the University where I paid the balance owed and she picked out her books.  It was a very mundane chore, but necessary.
As she carried an armful of textbooks for social science, statistics and economics, I was briefly reminded of the very first day I’d met Travis as he carted an armload of books across the school lot.  I scowled.
“What’s wrong?” Jill asked as I took the books from her.
“Nothing.” I answered distantly and walked ahead of her toward the bookstore register.
As the clerk placed her books into a bag, Jill turned to me with a smile on her face. 
“Okay, this is definitely better than going to the library to make copies.” I could tell she was trying to lighten the mood, and I couldn’t help a smile.
“You can use my library to study.  There’s a desk in there that is never used,” I stated.  She beamed up at me, which caused some of the ice around my heart to chip.
I sent Jillian back to my penthouse, and I returned to the office.  I still had work to do, but I had plans for her that night.
I arrived home around seven in the evening.  Mrs. O’Malley had already gone for the day.  Jill sat on the overstuffed brown leather sofa in my entertainment room.  A fire was blazing in the hearth and she was browsing the TV for something to watch.  
I stood in the doorway and watched her.  She wasn’t yet aware of my presence as she sat with her head resting against her hand while she flipped through the channel guide. Dark auburn waves spilled over her shoulders onto the sofa and she was wearing an NYU sweatshirt.  
She suddenly sensed my presence and looked over her shoulder.  Her smile told me she was genuinely happy to see me, and my lips curved into a slight grin, but I wasn’t about to get distracted from my plans.
“Come here,” I commanded in a low voice.  I watched as she obediently set the remote control down on my glass coffee table and approached me.  
Without a word, I grabbed her firmly by both arms and pulled her to me.  I knew I wasn’t hurting her, but my firm hold silently told her who was in charge from this point forward.
She looked up at me and I found those pouty lips much too irresistible.  I bent down and took her lower lip between my teeth gently before I kissed her mouth.  I tipped her head back and kissed her as my eyes darted briefly toward the darkened corner behind her, where my surveillance was camouflaged with the rest of the decor.  Then I returned my focus back to the beauty in my arms.
   My tongue pressed between her lips, demanding entry and she immediately parted her lips for me.  Her mouth was hot and needy, and the blazing heat radiating from her small frame made my cock throb hard.  I released my grip from her arms and moved my hand to the nape of her neck before I grabbed a chunk of her hair in a vice-like grip and pulled her head back.  I wasn’t as rough as I was usually.
The other women I’d fucked in recent years knew exactly what I wanted and how I took it, and they were more than willing to give it.  I’d have to be slow and steady with Jill as I tested her and watched her blossom.  She was still innocent.  I’d have to be mindful of my self-control tonight.
She gasped as I pulled her head back.  I trailed kisses down the porcelain skin of her neck.  Her skin was like silk against my mouth.
“You signed the contract.  You are mine,” I whispered sternly.
“Yes…” She breathed, panting, already desperate for my touch.
“Yes, what?” I prompted.
“Yes, Sir.” She answered quickly.  I ravenously pressed my mouth to her lips again.  
In one easy swoop I lifted her and carried her down the hall toward the guest bedroom.  Her legs dangled over my arm as she looked up at me with passion and hunger in her eyes.
“I thought you didn’t fuck in your penthouse,” she said. 
I arched a brow as I looked down at her in a warning glare. “For you, I’ll make an exception.” I pushed through the door and set her down on her feet in front of me.  Without another word I pulled that bulky sweatshirt from her shoulders and my fingers expertly unfastened the black lace that cupped her supple breasts.  
God, she’s beautiful.  It was the first time I’d seen those luscious tits with their silky, fair skin and pink nipples that were already hardened from my touch.  I grabbed a handful, gently, kneading them as my cock now ached within the tent of my pants.  I lightly kissed her lips, and then trailed my mouth down her neck, and took each nipple in turn.  She threw her head back and groaned softly from the pleasure.  I fucking loved how she didn’t hide from the pleasure I gave her.  I knew every time I hit a delicate nerve, because she’d throw her head back and moan.  The plan was going much more smoothly than I could have imagined.  
I clenched her nipple firmly between my teeth and she gasped while I worked to pull her jeans down to her ankles.
“From now on, you’ll be ready and waiting for me when I arrive home from the office, wearing the lingerie I paid for or nothing at all.  This is unacceptable.” I spoke in a soft, but commanding tone.
I could sense Jillian flame red from my correction, but she had to know what my expectations were regarding this contract.
“Yes, Sir.” She whispered, as I pulled the denim away and lay it in a pile atop the sweatshirt.
I sucked in a sharp breath when I saw she was wearing a slim, silk black thong beneath the denim.
“I will reward you for this, however.” I spoke as I snapped the thin band of her silk thong.  It made a light slapping noise against her hip.  She let out a soft breath in response.  I tossed her back onto the bed so her feet were dangling over the edge.
I ripped the thong from her body using both hands before I gripped both thighs and parted her legs.  She had shaved herself clean earlier that day.  I saw how her pink flesh glistened for me, and it pleased me greatly.  I had to taste her.
I felt my cock raging angrily.  This woman had a smooth, tight pussy, full tits and hips for grabbing.  And she was all mine for the next three months.  I smirked to myself as I admired her slick, greedy cunt spread for me.  I moved my head between her thighs, and felt her breathing pick up more rapidly in anticipation.
“Has any man ever touched you here, sweet thing?” I asked in a husky voice.
“Only you…Sir.” she added that last part, almost forgetting herself.
“I’m the only one, then?” I asked as my fingers brushed over her wet heat, barely touching her.
“Yes, Sir.” She panted in desperation.  
I slid my tongue over her juicy slit and felt her take a sharp intake of air in response.  Delicious.  Her response to me was encouraging, and I worked my magic on her delicate mound.
I caressed her with my tongue, moving in circles around her clit and sucked on it, then nibbling lightly before sucking on it again. I felt her body writhe against my face and when I slid my tongue into her tight hole, she nearly lost it.  She cried out loudly as I brought her to the edge, and then I slowed my pace to a halt.  She whimpered in objection, gasping and panting.
“Don’t disturb my hotel guests, sugar.” I said with a grin.  
She was delicious and I could have spent the rest of the evening eating her out, but my cock was a raging throb beneath my pants.  She threw her head back against the bed in agony as I denied her of her impending orgasm.
“I thought I was getting rewarded…Sir.” She pouted, nearly forgetting herself again.
“You were until you became very loud.” I teased as I pulled a small bullet-shaped object from my pants.  Then I unfastened my pants and pulled them down with my boxer briefs.  
My erection angrily sprang free, and I’ll never forget the open-mouthed look on Jill’s face as she saw it for the first time.  Had I any less self-control, I would have grabbed her by the hair and shoved my dick into that already-open mouth.  But her mouth would need training for my thick length and size.
“That fit inside me yesterday?” She asked, staring with shock and awe.
I smirked. “Because I was more gentle with you than I’ve ever been before, yes.” Then I held up a silver bullet vibrator and her eyes went round.
“Spread your legs for me again.” I commanded.  She did, but she looked hesitant.
“Um, is that…has that been used before?” She asked.
I sighed, annoyed. “It’s brand new for you, Jillian.  What do you think I am?  You need to trust me.”
“I’m sorry, Sir.” She apologized, flaming red.
I lowered myself as I gently, but firmly slid the vibrating trinket deep into her slick folds. “I’ll just have to punish you for your lack of trust, my dear.”
In response, she groaned and writhed slightly, but I grabbed her by her wrists and pulled her to her feet in front of me.      
“Kneel.” I ordered and she did.  I was very pleased with her submissive nature, since I had not outlined such expectations previously.
She was gasping, panting and twitching from the sensations of the vibration within her.
“Now, I’m going to begin training your mouth for my cock.” I said. “Have you ever had a cock between those lips?”
“No, Sir.” She whispered, heady with desire.  I smiled down at her and pressed the tip of my length against her slightly parted lips.
Good.  I’ll be claiming her in every way.
“Open.” I commanded and she complied, rounding her lips for me.
I pushed the tip against her soft, warm tongue.  A slight shudder ran up my spine as she closed her lips around the tip and sucked.  I inhaled sharply and moaned, closing my eyes briefly before I looked down at her.  She was looking up at me, asking me silently if she was pleasing.  
Oh yes, sweet thing, you are very pleasing.
Very gently, with every ounce of control I didn’t know I had, I pushed more of my length into her hot, wet mouth.  I grabbed her thick, wild waves into a handful and held her head in place, her juicy lips wrapped around the stiff length of my cock.  She kept an even tempo for several minutes and it felt amazing.  I wanted to fuck that hot mouth and watch those pouty lips move up and down at the pace I set for her all night.
“Now-” I started giving instructions, but she slinked her tongue over the tip and base and sucked hard, and I nearly fell over the edge.  God, this girl.  I almost thought she was lying when she said she’d never done this before.  That sweet little move of her tongue caused me to lose some of my self-control.  I gripped the fistful of her hair tighter and forced my cock nearly down her throat.  She gagged slightly, and I pulled back immediately.
“You’re a greedy thing, and you’ll learn how to take it all.” I said.
“Yes, Sir.” She looked up at me with swollen, moist lips.  She moved to take my cock back into her mouth, but I pulled her head back, still gripping her hair.
“Not so fast.  I never gave you permission to take it again.” She blinked up at me, and frowned slightly.
There was an intense pleasure and agony in her eyes as the vibrator created sensations within her.  My lips curved into a smirk as I gazed down at her, enjoying the furious white-hot desire coursing through her body. It was written all over her face. It was the same blazing desire flooding my core.  
Bloody hell.  The things I’d do to this girl if she was more experienced.  Patience, Woodward.  Oh, fuck the patience.  She signed the contract. 
At this rate, I just needed to feel that sweet pussy.  I had never struggled to maintain control the way I struggled with little Miss Jillian Pryor.
I gripped her arms and brought her to her feet.  My hands hungrily trailed down the sensuous curves of her body before I brought my mouth down on her moist, swollen lips again.  As I kissed her, I reached into her most sensitive spot and pulled out the bullet-shaped trinket.  
I set it on the nightstand beside me and continued ravishing her lips.  Her mouth was eager and ready as she slid her tongue against mine with passion.  I cupped the cheeks of her ass and lifted her as I did the day before and she wrapped her legs around me, never tearing her lips from mine.  I walked her around to the side of the bed and threw her down on the duvet.  
Like an animal, I gripped her arms again and trailed my mouth from the nape of her neck down to her breasts.  I wanted to taste those luscious, full tits.  I pulled on her firm nipples with my teeth and heard her gasp sharply.  Good.
 I let go of her and I lay back on the bed.  She looked down at me and nibbled on her lower lip momentarily before I took her by the forearms and pulled her on top of my body.  I wanted to see all of her as I gave her every inch.  She knew what I wanted, and lowered her wet heat over my still-throbbing cock.
You’re moving too slow, sweetheart.  I grabbed her hips and impaled her.  Perhaps that was a bit rough.  Who gives a fuck?  She’s mine.
She jerked her head back and cried out, but she was so slick I was able to bounce her up and down with ease.  I groaned loudly as electric pleasure shot through me every time I pushed through her tight heat.  I wanted her sore again, but I slowed the pace after a few moments, because otherwise I’d blow my load before I was ready.
“Ohh…Mason, Sir…” Jill moaned loudly, now grinding on me.  I still gripped her hips, controlling her movements and pace.  After taking a few minutes to gather my momentum, I gave her a few rapid thrusts and she clenched around me, gasping in orgasm.
She was now panting in ecstasy, but I wasn’t finished with her yet.  Gripping her arms, I rolled her over so her back was on the duvet and I was on top of her.  Immediately I rammed back into her hyper sensitive folds as I pinned her wrists above her head.  I fucked her like this, hard, as it pleased me.  I only slowed my pace when I felt myself get too close.
I wanted to see her orgasm again, and it didn’t take long.  I felt her hot tightness clench around my cock like a vice.  I grabbed both cheeks of her ass and moved her with force, for my own pleasure.  She moaned my name over and over, forgetting to call me ‘Sir.’  I was so far gone, I didn’t even care.  I groaned deeply as I released inside her, still thrusting lightly until I’d completely finished.  I kept myself inside her, breathing heavily as I came back down from that intense orgasm. 
Shit, that was incredible.  Who knew the backstabber’s little sister could be such a hot fuck?  
I needed another round before bed, but then I saw that look in her eyes as she stared up at me.  It was written all over her face: The tenderness, the affection… Hell, no.  I released her delicate wrists from my firm grasp.
I slid off the bed and grabbed my pants, preparing to bid her good night, but she sat up.
“Will you stay the night with me, Mason?” She asked.  I froze in my tracks; the mere thought caught me by surprise and paralyzed me.
It had been years since I’d slept beside any woman, and that last woman was Ella, my would-be fiancée.  I felt my face harden as I looked at Jill.  I quickly glanced up at the tiny black bulb that was hidden in the corner of her bedroom.  It was another piece of surveillance strategically camouflaged.
“I have work in the morning.” I answered.
“I just thought-” She began, but I couldn’t let her continue.  She needs to be put back in her place.
“It’s only a contract, Jill.  You must remember that.” I stated blatantly. “You get to stay in college and I get to fill that sweet spot between your thighs.  It works out for both of us.” And I get some payback.
She pursed her lips.  Hurt crossed her face.  Damnit.  I knew there would be consequences to deflowering this girl.  You also knew she’d be collateral damage, I silently reminded myself.
“I get it.  You’re only using me for sex.” She grit her teeth.
“And you’re only using me for my resources.” I stated with a warning glare.  I was growing impatient, and I had to remind myself she is still young.
“That’s not fair.” She retorted, and her voice shook.
“It’s not fair?  How is that not fair, Jill?  I never brought to light you called me after not seeing me for five years, only because you had no money and no place to live.” My eyes flared.
“Only because you walked away from us!  I never called you because you didn’t want me to bother you.  You never answered my messages and you never showed up to my high school graduation, even when I sent you an invitation.  I saved you a seat that day.” A few tears trickled down her face and quickly she turned her head away from me, directing her gaze downward toward the side table by the window.  She still hated it when people saw her cry.
Why the fuck was I the one feeling guilty now?  Her brother was the one who betrayed me.  I felt my jaw tense.  How the hell did we just go from having incredible sex to… this?
A part of me wanted to console her and apologize for dismissing her commencement, but I knew I couldn’t do that.  That part of me had not shown itself in such a long time. I was still angry about what her brother had done to me.  Yet, deep down, I knew she was the one paying for my anger, not Travis.  I suppressed that thought.
I watched her take a few deep breaths to calm herself, but she still wouldn’t look in my direction.  When she seemed calmer, I decided it was time to bid her good night.
“You have no idea what happened. You have no idea why I walked away.  I told you not to get attached to me.  This is merely a contract.” With that, I left the guest room and closed the door.  That wasn’t entirely the exit I had planned.  My lip was curled into a snarl as I stormed down the hall and unlocked my own bedroom.  I knew I wouldn’t be sleeping tonight.
As expected, I was restless. Thoughts haunted my mind. The hurt expression on her face reappeared continuously on a loop.  I wondered about the look on her face if she ever knew I planned to use her, corrupt her in an effort to get back at her brother.  The idea was sickening and I cursed myself for ever thinking up this plan.  I rebuked these thoughts from my mind and stormed down the hall to my personal gym.
I clocked three miles uphill on the treadmill, and then took all my frustrations out on my punching bag.  I was despicable, a scoundrel.  In truth, I hated the man I’d become in recent years.  I knew what I said to Jill earlier wasn’t true.  She’d never once asked me for anything aside from a place to stay.  I knew I was taking advantage of her vulnerability, only she had no idea just how much.  I gave another vengeful swing at the bag.
Had she been of age years ago, I knew I’d have chosen her over Ella.  There was a genuine, beautiful light about her- Fuck, no.  I couldn’t think that way.  I could never be with her like that.  She wouldn’t be able to handle me.  I couldn’t give her what she needs, and she’d never truly give me what I need.  Complete control.
I have my own set of rules.  Things I do my way.  I struggled at the mere sight of her.  Even with my cock between her thighs.  I took her how I wanted, and she actually seemed to want more.  I felt weaker than ever before around this woman.  The fuck? 
She had no idea who I really was, and what I was truly about.  After a final swing, the hardest of them all, I turned and found the shadowed figure of Jill in the doorway to my gym.  She was wearing nothing more than a white t-shirt and panties.  Sexy as hell, but I couldn’t let her get close to me.  Not at this moment.  She watched me silently, holding a glass of water.  There was sadness in those eyes and my heart wrenched.  Alarmed by this feeling, I gave her the opposite reaction outwardly.
“Do you need something?” I asked as I grabbed a towel to wipe the sweat from my face.  I draped it over my shoulders.
“No,” she answered quietly. “I just wanted some water.” Her eyes lingered over my body and then she walked away, leaving me standing there in the gym.
Get a grip on yourself, Woodward.  She serves two purposes: Sex and payback.  Still, I found myself repulsed by this thought.  She wasn’t one of the more experienced women I brought home to fuck and then called a cab after I was finished with them.  She was Jillian Pryor.  Try as I might, I couldn’t deny she’d gotten under my skin.



CHAPTER 9
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
I woke on a Saturday and stretched out in the bed.  I could definitely get used to these eight-hundred thread count sheets.  I never even knew sheets could be this soft until I slept in this bed.  After our argument in which Mason accused me of using him for money, he made himself invisible for the next three days.  Each day, Mrs. O’Malley would make me breakfast and then tell me Mason would be at the office late.  Then, he had a four-day business trip to Las Vegas, where he was looking to open a new hotel right on the strip.  Perhaps it was selfish and vain, but I wondered if he was staying away to avoid me.  What a stupid thought.  He’s a busy man; I’ve only been back in his life for two weeks.
Because the contract stated I couldn’t get a job outside of school internships, I was especially lonely.  I also avoided the calls and texts from my mom and brother as much as I could get away with.  I never discussed with Mason what I could and couldn’t say to them while still following the confidentiality agreement and I’m a terrible liar.  I’m sure even Mason could attest to that.  He’d been there those few times when I tried on Teenage Rebellion and lied to Travis about where I was going and what I was wearing underneath my overalls.  I shook my head as the memories resurfaced, and the smirk on Mason’s face as Travis nearly lost his temper and grounded me for a week.
I rolled over in the bed and grabbed my phone from the nightstand.  As expected, I had two text messages.  One was from mom asking me to please call her.  The second one was from Elyse.  I could feel my face light up at the sight of her text message.
Elyse:  Hey stranger.  I’m back.  Got in last night.  Coffee?
I grinned giddily.  God, I missed her.  I hastily moved my fingers to type an answer back, but then I stopped and chewed on my lower lip in thought.  Elyse would tell me all about her one and only vacation, but then she’d turn the conversation about me.
So, I could already hear her say, what have you been up to?  How are the Sloanes?  Delightful as ever?
Not only was I bad at lying but I hated doing it.  I looked down at my phone just as another text chimed.
Elyse:  Are you alive?  Let’s get coffee today at noon.  Our usual?
My phone suddenly started ringing and I thought it might be Elyse, but it was my mom.  I felt guilty playing the “I’m busy” card all the time with my family.  I couldn’t take it anymore.  I answered the call.
“Hi mom!” I answered as I sat up.
“Hi honey.  I was starting to wonder if something was wrong.  I haven’t heard from you in almost two weeks.” My mom’s soft voice met my ears and my heart clenched with how much I missed her.
“I’m sorry, mom.  Things have just been so hectic.” I chewed on my lower lip. 
I wanted to tell her everything, but I couldn’t.  She was prone to depression and anxiety and I couldn’t have her worry about me.
“I know, but I’m glad you have a minute to catch up.  I was calling because I want to know what you are doing for your birthday.”
“That’s three months away.  I’m not sure yet,” I answered with a smile.  It was currently the beginning of January, and my birthday is in April.
I knew the real reason why my mom was calling.  Of course she missed me, but it was coming up on the anniversary of my dad’s passing.  He died when I was almost six, and I don’t remember much about him outside of photographs, but my mom still gets sentimental around this time every year.  I do remember him wearing his NYPD uniform and kissing my forehead before he left the apartment, and I remember the officers coming to our apartment in the middle of the night to tell my mom and brother the news: he was shot during a raid; he would never come home again.  Everything else was a blur.  I remember how my mom fell to the floor and cried.  My brother picked me up and carried me down the hall, away from my mom and the officers. Travis did everything he could to protect my eyes and ears from information that was too graphic.  I don’t even remember the funeral.
“How are you?  How are things in Ohio?” I asked as I sat cross-legged on the bed.
“Things are fine over here.  I miss New York, though.  I miss you.  Do you think you will be able to come for a visit soon, darling?” 
“Um.  I’ll have to check.” With Mason.  Right, like that will happen…
“Alright sweetie.  I’d just like to see you very soon, especially since March 8th is coming up.” The anniversary of my dad’s death.  Every year, my family did something special to honor my dad.
“I wish your dad could see you now.  He’d be so proud of you.” My mom was suddenly so sentimental.  
Her emotions were especially hard this year because I couldn’t be with my family as I was in past years.  Her words made me cringe though; He most certainly would not be proud of me lately.  Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if I hadn’t lost my dad that night, if he was still around.
“I was just looking through some old photo albums the other day.  Do you remember when Mason bought us all tickets to see the Rangers in your dad’s memory?” My mom suddenly chuckled.
My lower lip quivered slightly. “Yeah, I do.” The Rangers were my dad’s favorite hockey team and Mason got us box seats one year.
“I was just looking at a photo from that night. You were in that phase…what did you kids call it again?” My mom was laughing lightly.
Oh, God.  I remember that photo taken of the four of us at the Ranger’s game. My eyes rounded slightly at the memory of my black baggy pants with the silver chains, converse sneakers which I’d drawn all over in sharpie marker, black nail polish, and a bright pink and black striped T-shirt.  I’d dyed my hair black.  Yeah, I was that kid.  I was fourteen and it was just after I’d met Mason for the first time.  Needless to say, my emo punk phase was short-lived after that.
“Do you ever hear about Mason these days?  I wonder how he’s doing.”  
I felt bad we were having a one-sided conversation but I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t be lying, or going against the agreement I’d signed.
“Mason seems to be very busy and very successful,” I answered.  He had me sign a contract, and he fucked me… twice.  The thought made my stomach clench.
“I wish I knew what happened between him and your brother,” my mom said. “He was such a sweetheart.  I didn’t care for his girlfriend, though.  What was her name again?”
“I miss Mason too,” I answered.  That was the truth, and I definitely didn’t want to talk about his ex-girlfriend.  Who knows what even happened to her?  That was years ago.
“Oh honey, I have to go.  Your uncle is calling me on the other line.  I’ll talk to you later and let me know if you can come visit.  I’m sure Travis can come pick you up.”
“Thanks, mom.  I love you.” I pursed my lips.  I really missed my family and it was hurting that I couldn’t talk to them without bringing up Mason.  Damn that confidentiality agreement.
I felt conflicted.  I was lonely with Mason’s absence and the stipulations of the contracts, but I couldn’t keep avoiding the people in my life.  Before I could hold a real conversation with Elyse or my mom, I had to call Mason.  I had wanted to discuss this with him over dinner several nights ago, but he’s been away.  He was supposed to return this afternoon from Las Vegas, but there was no guarantee I’d see him.  I dialed his number and held the phone to my ear.
“Jill,” Mason picked up after three rings.  There was some background noise and I assumed he was at the airport.
“Hi Mason, I wanted to talk to you about something.”
There was a pause of silence. “I’m listening.”
“My friend, Elyse, is back in the city and she wants to meet for coffee today-”
“Ask Mrs. O’Malley for my AmEx.  She knows where I keep it-”
“That’s not what I’m asking.  I don’t want your money,” I snapped, frustrated.
“I would beg to differ,” Mason remarked coolly. “What do you want then, Jill?”
“You couldn’t beg if you tried,” I quipped.
“Very clever, sweetness,” he responded smoothly. “Tell me what you need.”
“I hate lying.  As it is I’m already avoiding talking to my mom and brother.  I just had a one-sided conversation with my mom and she did most of the talking.  I don’t know what I can say about my situation, if anything.  Eventually they will find out I’m unemployed and they will wonder where I’m staying.”
I could hear him sighing on the other end of the line.
“You’re overanalyzing this too much,” he responded calmly.
“Mason, these are people I love.  I can’t avoid Elyse forever.  She’s my best friend.”
“You can tell her you lost your job.  You reconnected with me after a few years and I’m letting you stay at my place because I’m away a lot… and I’m such a fucking bleeding heart,” he emphasized that last part.  
“Don’t stray beyond that and I’d appreciate it if you kept that information from your mom and brother for a little while longer.”
I understood why he didn’t want any connection with Travis, but I didn’t quite understand why I had to keep it absolutely secret from my mom and brother about my reunion with Mason.  I blurted these thoughts out loud. He was very silent on the line.
“There is a lot you don’t know, Jill,” he finally stated.
What an evasive answer.
“I wish you would tell me what happened between you two,” I said dryly. “We really missed you.”
“We can’t always get what we want, sweetness,” he answered with a wicked smirk in his voice.  I was starting to wonder if he suffered from some personality disorder.  He was all over the place.
“Who are you kidding?  You get everything you want,” I retorted.
“Is that what you think?” His tone was ice.  I obviously struck a bad chord with that line.  
“I’ll be home at seven sharp.  I want you in the library, ready and waiting.  Wear your glasses.”
A fire spread over my body as he spoke.  But, I was confused when he told me to wear my glasses.  I blanched as I stared at the phone for a second.  My designer frames made me feel better, but I still felt uglier with them on than when I wore my contacts.  I tried not to wear glasses around Mason if I could help it.
“Ugh.  Why my glasses?” I groaned slightly.
“Jillian, do not question my requirements or there will be repercussions.” His voice was stern, commanding, and it sent a chill of excitement down to my core.  Still, I couldn’t resist.
“Or what?  Are you going to spank me?  Ground me?” I taunted.  I felt self-assured for about a millisecond.
The silence was intimidating, and it was not the response I was looking for.  
“Something like that, yes.” His tone was direct. “I’ll see you tonight.” Then he hung up and I was left to stare at my phone, trying to piece together the last bits of our conversation.
 
****
 
It’s only been two weeks, but it feels like months since I’ve seen Elyse.  I knew she was going to have questions for me, especially considering my current attire: an emerald green pea coat, a lavender cashmere sweater, designer jeans and handmade leather boots.  It all screamed money and as thrifting was one hobby I shared with Elyse, she was going to become suspicious immediately.  I considered wearing some of my old clothes still hiding under the bed in my pink duffel bag, but I thought against it.  Mason made it clear I could not be seen entering or exiting his precious hotel looking like a “ragamuffin.” He even had it included in his ridiculous contract.
Elyse Mendez is from Queens and you know as soon as she opens her mouth.  She attended Brooklyn College, but dropped out shortly before I met her.  She claimed school wasn’t her deal, but I still don’t believe her.  She’s too passionate about journalism and helping disadvantaged kids.  I’ve seen her when she volunteers in the youth center and the kids relate to her really well.
The bell in the tiny coffee shop chimed and I looked up as I set my bag down on the seat beside me.  I beamed when I saw Elyse look around for a second and then she grinned when she spotted me.  She walked very quickly toward me and slid into a wooden chair across from me.
“Sorry I’m late.  The bus broke down, but they sent another real fast,” she said as she slid her puffy silver winter coat from her shoulders.  My cheeks flushed warm and pink when I realized how overdressed I was.  She wore chunky silver hoops, a faded light blue sweater and dark gray jeans.  Her black converse were worn and faded in the front.  I felt guilty because I never noticed how tired our clothes were until just recently.  I always thought Elyse had better fashion sense than me with her bright choices and bold statements, but today she seemed as simple as I used to be before Mason forced his stylist on me.
“Wow,” she suddenly said, her blue eyes piercing through me as she examined me up and down.  She brushed a strand of straight, black hair over her shoulder. “The Sloanes have been good to you.”
I forced a tight smile and took a deep swallow of my lukewarm latte.  I pushed the coffee I’d ordered for her across the table, hoping for a distraction.
“How was Florida?” I asked her.  I was genuinely curious.  She’d only just connected with her father, who hadn’t even known she existed until recently.  The story surrounding Elyse is long and complicated.  She hates talking about her past, so it’s not discussed unless she brings it up.
She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.  She sipped her latte and fumbled with the napkin, as though she was also trying to find a distraction from her own troubles.
“Florida was great.  I mean, it was my first vacation ever so I can’t complain, you know?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder again, one of her tell tale signs she was slightly uncomfortable with the topic.  
“I thought he invited me along to watch his little rugrats and be the nanny, but they never asked me to babysit.  Not one damn time.” She smiled more, but it still didn’t reach her eyes.  She took another deep gulp of her coffee once she realized it was far from hot.
“I’m glad to know I actually have a dad who cares for me, but it feels weird.  They did their best to make me feel welcome, but I still felt like a third wheel in their perfect lives.  I feel like such a bitch for feeling that way.  It’s not his fault he didn’t know about me, but I’m twenty-three now.  He’s trying to persuade me to go back to college, blah blah.  Oh, and they’re always talking in Spanish.  I don’t know much Spanish, and that just makes me feel even more… I don’t know.  Whatever.  I’m such a whiner.”
Elyse spent nine years in foster care, and it’s a sore subject.  She doesn’t talk about it.  Her mom had developed a substance abuse problem and turned her own daughter over to the state when she was nine.  She went from foster family to foster family, and wound up in a few detention centers along the way for delinquent behavior.  She’s always had a difficult time making connections with people, and I’m the only friend she really has.
When I first met her, she was withdrawn and standoffish toward me.  She worked as a barista in this very coffee shop, and since I frequented it almost daily, we began talking more and more.  We discovered we both had a love for thrifting and shelter animals.  She was my inspiration for changing my major from Economics and Marketing to Social Work.  Someday, we’ll open a community center for disadvantaged youth.
“So…let’s talk about you.” Elyse said, turning the topic onto me. “It looks like you’re doing just fine.”
I shrugged.  Apparently neither of us wants to own up to our own situations.  I watched her pull out a pink starburst from her pocket and unwrap the candy before popping it in her mouth.  I don’t understand how she can eat those and drink a latte at the same time, but it’s part of the Elyse package.
She studied me for a moment and took another sip.  
“Jillian Katherine Pryor, you’re not telling me something.” 
I let out a sigh as I fumbled with my coffee cup.  
I couldn’t keep it in any longer and spilled. “The Sloanes fired me, and I didn’t have anywhere to stay.”
Elyse’s blue eyes became round. “What! Why?”
“Lara found my vibrator and ran around the house, teasing me with it.  That was the night her mom had a soiree.  They weren’t too pleased.  Horrified actually.” I could feel my face flush with embarrassment at the memory.  
Elyse rolled her eyes. “Nobody told that girl to go through your personal things in your room.  So, where have you been living?”
She looked me up and down, critiquing my clothes before her eyes fell on the coat and designer bag that lay beside me on the bench.
“Mason Woodward,” I busied myself with another sip of my now-cold latte.
Elyse looked at me, confused. “Your brother’s ex-friend?  Isn’t he the heir to some Fortune 500 enterprise?”
“Yeah…”
“I’ve read about him in the entertainment sections.  He sounds like a real dick.”
I gave her a tight smile.  Elyse was my dearest friend, but I still couldn’t give too much information because of the confidentiality agreement.
“He can be really sweet sometimes.  Besides, it’s not me he’s mad at.  He said I could stay with him until I get back on my feet… but you can’t tell a soul.” I looked at her in all seriousness.  
She enjoyed her own privacy, so I knew she wouldn’t press for anymore information.
“Sure thing, babe,” she gave me a wary look, like she didn’t trust my decision to stay with Mason, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it.  She wasn’t in a position to open her door to me, and unbeknownst to her, I’d signed a contract.
We talked in the coffee shop and then walked around for a while.  She told me about her two half-sisters who are four and six.  She acted like she was annoyed by them, but I could tell she was starting to become fond of them.  It was great to hear her funny stories about their antics and served as a good distraction from the secrets I kept buried deep within me. 
 
****
 
I arrived home around six, with just an hour to prepare for Mason’s arrival.  My heart was skipping wildly in my chest at the thought of seeing him again after so many days.  I wondered how he would make love to me this evening.  My blood heated and sent a tremor down to my core at the very thought of how he handled me the first two times we’d been together.  It was as if he knew exactly what I needed, like he had a telepathic connection to the needs I hadn’t even known existed.  I showered and pulled on a red-lace thong, lace thigh-highs, matching bra, and then reluctantly slid my glasses onto my face before I stepped into the polished Louboutin heels.  
I stared at myself in the mirror.  If not for the glasses, I wouldn’t even recognize myself.  Already, I could picture his strong, precise fingers trailing down my body, caressing me, gripping me…
I arrived in the library with my arousal heightened.  A simple note lay on the coffee table closest to the hearth, which was conveniently lit by the staff.  I opened the note and saw his own script:
 
Bend over the cushions of the armchair, and wait for me.
 
I glanced around the library and spotted the closest plush emerald colored armchair. As my heart rate escalated I bent over, resting my elbows on the plush velvet.  My ass, which is too round in my opinion, felt exposed.  The sheer lace of my red thong was already damp and I felt too vulnerable, but this only added to the heated anticipation.  I wait for what seems forever.  
My feet started to ache in the perfect five-inch heels.  Finally, I heard the door open and close lightly.  I sensed his presence come closer to me and I dared to look at him over my shoulder.  He’s still wearing his dark gray Armani suit, but his tie is loosened around his neck.  His stormy eyes catch notice of my gaze.
“I did not give you permission to look up, Ms. Pryor.” 
I immediately looked back to the cushion of the chair. “I only wanted to see you,” I answered.
“I’m gone for one week and already you’re forgetting the rules, sugar.” His voice is firm, disconnected.   
He seemed cold, distant, like I was nothing more than a hired call girl.
I felt my heart thrumming in my ears as he stood over me.  The heat from his body poured onto the back of my thighs and my ass.  His hands caressed my arms, and my lower back, trailing down to my exposed ass.  Then he leaned over and kissed my neck as his expert fingers pulled the thin lace of my thong aside and his fingers brushed over my wet heat.  I was already throbbing for him.
He plunged a finger into my slit and I let out a soft moan.  I writhed slightly and tried to push my ass into his hand.
“You’re already so slick for me.  I can smell your arousal,” he leaned over and whispered into my ear.  
I felt his hot breath on my neck as a hand firmly pinned me into the cushion.  He plunged a second finger deep into me and began pumping fiercely.  I gasped and cried his name out in response.
“Oh, F-fu… Mason!” I whimpered.  I could sense his dark smirk over me.
“Go ahead, sweetness.  You’re not the pure flower you once were.  You can say the F-word,” his seductive whisper was sinful.
It wasn’t my nature to say that word without a reason.  Sometimes I’d lost my temper while venting about the Sloanes to Elyse, but that wasn’t often.  I bit down on my lip as I whimpered into the chair.  His fingers still plunged mercilessly into my channel.  He now added a third finger and I was trying desperately to grind my ass against his hand.  His free hand firmly gripped my hip and held me in place.
“Don’t move without my permission,” he commanded, and I stilled.
“But I want you,” I pleaded, desperately.  I knew I sounded pathetic, but I didn’t care.
His fingers continued to force their way deep into my dripping heat.  In, out, in, out.  I couldn’t handle much more of this as his hand caressed my tailbone lightly up and down.  I was on the edge, clenching around his fingers.  I felt my climax about to rip through me, and then he suddenly pulled away from me and I cried out in agony.
“You were very defiant on the phone with me earlier,” his tone was reprimanding.  
“Mason…Sir, please…” I pleaded, feeling completely out of my element from his torment.  I’d been denied an orgasm and it felt unbearable.  My core ached with a need to release, with an overwhelming desire I couldn’t explain in words.
“Consider this your punishment, the repercussions I warned you about earlier when you were quite cheeky with me over the phone.” His hands stroked firmly through my wild waves, then I felt him put distance between us.  I felt a slight chill with the absence of his body so close to mine, even though the hearth was still burning.  From across the dimly lit library, he spoke again.
“You’re going to earn your orgasm, my little Jilly Bean.  Come over to me.”
Hell, his words were so silky.  I took a second to gain my momentum.  My legs felt weak and shaky from the pleasure he gave me, and the denied release.  I didn’t trust myself to walk in these expensive heels, but slowly I straightened.  I turned and found him lounging across the room in a sofa that matched the green arm chair.  He unfastened his fly and then rested back with his hands behind his head.
Steadily, I crossed over to him.  His gaze on me was animalistic.  His eyes blazed with lust.  There was not a trace of that heated sweetness I felt from him the last time.
“On your knees,” he prompted.  I stared into his eyes as I compliantly fell to my knees in front of him.  I was confused by what he was doing to me, and how he was acting.  I was also incredibly frustrated by the torment he’d given me.  Glaring up at him, I pulled out his rock hard cock and massaged it between my hands.  I wished for once I could make him weak and out of control.  His eyes burned down on me and he grabbed fistfuls of my hair before he pushed my head down.
“Take it, sweetheart.  Hands behind your back,” he ordered.
Now, I was beyond frustrated.  The flicker from the blazing hearth illuminated his face, emphasizing the heated desire on his face.  I took him between my lips and ravenously licked the tip, tasting the salty bead of precum.  
I sensed his body tense from the pleasure I gave him as my tongue massaged the sensitive spot between the tip and the base.  I’d learned that from last time.  I took my pent-up sexual frustration out on his thick length.  His breathing became raw, raspy.  
I felt such exquisite power.  My lips pumped furiously up and down, pausing briefly to massage the head with my tongue.  I heard his groans as both hands grasped my hair roughly; it was encouraging.  Despite being agitated, I still wanted to please him.  My lips continued their rapid pace, even when I felt my jaw become sore.  I felt him losing his control as he gripped my hair, twisting my scalp.  It was painful, but I loved it because it showed me how lost he was at this moment.  I did that to him.
“Oh fuck,” he gave another guttural groan and I drove my mouth further up his length until it hit the back of my throat.  That was all it took for him to lose himself completely.  I felt his hot, salty liquid spurt into my mouth and run down my throat.  Some of it dribbled down my lip, but I swallowed what he gave me. 
His breathing was ragged as he came down from his orgasm.  His grip loosened on my hair and I finally pulled away and looked up at him.  His lips were parted slightly and he closed his eyes briefly, and I could tell he was trying to regain his control.
“Bloody hell, Jillian…” It was all he could say for the moment.
I couldn’t help my smile as I looked up at him.  Without thinking about it, I slid my hands up his firm torso. I was beyond aroused at this point.  I loved the feel of his heat on my skin.  He suddenly gripped me by both arms.
“No,” he said huskily.  There was hunger in his eyes as he quickly pushed my hands away and stood up, towering over me now.  
I thought he was going to envelop me in a passionate kiss.  I hadn’t felt his lips on mine in a week and I craved the taste of his mouth.  Instead, he gripped me by my waist and bent me over the arm of the sofa.  The sudden tear of my thong sent a shock of wanting down to the very wet area between my thighs.
“Do you want release, Ms. Pryor?” He whispered into my ear in between nibbles on my neck.
“I want you, Sir,” I breathed pathetically.
His hands firmly ran up and down the curves of my body, feeling my round hips, my ass, and my breasts.  He pressed his firm body against mine, and I felt his erection growing thick and hard against my ass again.  I was aching with need at this point.
“Tell me what you want,” his voice was lustful in my ear.
“I want you.  Inside me.  However you want…” I pleaded.
“Good enough,” he answered, and grabbed my wrists as he bound them behind my back in one grasp.  His other hand was firmly positioned on my hip as he rammed into me without any further warning.  I felt the entire length of him drive into me, to the hilt.
I let out a deep cry, gasping and moaning as he took me without mercy from behind.  I felt my slick walls immediately tighten around his cock as I gushed around him.  Still, he continued to pound me through my orgasm.  
The slippery sounds of skin against skin echoed in my ears as he continued his furious tempo.  His grip on my wrists was tight, but I hardly cared.  The electric shocks of pleasure racing up and down my core were more than I could handle.
“Who do you belong to?” He roared, and I felt a sudden sting on my ass as his free hand rang down on my bare skin.  I cried out again, moaning as he continued to drive deep.
“You, I’m yours, Sir,” I responded instantly.
“Damn straight you’re mine.  This body belongs to me,” he never relented as he fucked me hard. “You’ll remember every thrust, every damn stroke of my cock.  Every time you sit, stand, or lie down, you’ll remember I was here.”
His filthy words brought about another wave of lust pooling between my thighs, and my legs were completely weak with need.  I moaned his name loudly, begging him not to stop, and he didn’t… not until we were both too exhausted to continue.
Without a word, he kissed the nape of my neck and then carried me to my bedroom.  He tucked me under the covers.  It was foolish of me to hope he’d stay with me, but then he switched off the bedside light and closed the door as he left my room.  
Mason was correct about one thing: I was sore, very sore, even lying down.  The sensations and images of that evening replayed in my mind over and over again until I finally drifted off into a deep sleep.



CHAPTER 10
 
Mason
 
 
 
Jillian began her last semester the following Monday.  It was the start of a new kind of schedule.  I quite liked knowing I could have her at my beck and call any time of the day while she was on holiday from classes.  Still, I had to remind myself I was a means to an end, just as she was a means to an end for me. These days, her course load seemed intensive and I was not about to disrupt her studies. I had her give me a printed copy of her course schedule, in case she could afford a mid-day visit to my office in between classes.
I did have her visit on occasion, with the guise of bringing me coffee and she never disappointed.  It soon became clear to me I wouldn’t tire of her after three months.  There was an electrical chemistry between us even I couldn’t deny at this point.  The components of my plan had already unfolded the minute she spread herself on the office sofa for me.
My pen tapped idly between my fingers as I sat in my office chair, thinking.  Of course, I stuck to the stipulations of our contract.  I pulled my end of the deal, and she followed my specific instructions at the end of the day, but I’d become careful about placing the needed distance between us.  
The pull between us, although strong, had to be tapered.  She was still willing and able to please me, but the light that was once in her eyes had faded as the weeks went by.  I attempted to convince myself this was a good thing, but there was no denying I missed the way her face lit up when she saw me.
“Who’s the woman?”
A familiar female voice broke me from my thoughts, snapping me back to the present.  I looked up from my desk and saw my cousin, Piper, seated across from me in the highback leather chair.  She held up the current gossip section of the New York Times, which displayed a picture of me walking with Jill on the campus of NYU.  
With a scowl, I rounded the desk and ripped the paper from her polished fingers.  Piper didn’t seem upset.  Despite her question, she already knew about Jillian.  My cousin never displayed much emotion about anything.  She’d made a very successful career as a therapist, and it was no wonder.  Her clients could freely spill their woes without feeling an inkling of judgment.  Her attire was often as bland in appearance as her facial expressions.  If we hadn’t grown up together, and if she didn’t already know all of my family’s secrets, I wouldn’t have adopted her as my own therapist.  She was probably the only person in the world I could trust.  Aside from Jill.  I immediately pushed that thought far from my mind.
Piper took the paper from my hand in one swift swoop and read the column aloud. “British-American Playboy finds new girlfriend.” She stops reading and looks up at me.  
“Sources say the son of J.A. Woodward and Company has found a new flavor of the week on the campus of NYU.  Although the woman remains unidentified, it is evident from this picture Mason Woodward looked quite cozy with-” I interrupted this hideous gossip read and snatched the article from her hands again.  I crumpled the paper and shoved it into my top desk drawer.
“I don’t do relationships.  Everyone knows that,” I barked.
“No, you do revenge fucking instead,” Piper responded calmly, but with a raised brow  “Tell me, how do you plan to go about ruining her and sending that news on to her brother?”
Weeks ago, my plan was flawless.  I knew exactly how I was going to seek retribution.
“What sense of satisfaction will this ultimately bring you?” She asked that last question.
“I don’t remember booking a therapy session this week,” I snapped instead.
“You need to let this go, Mason.  This is about more than just your best friend screwing your fiancée.  You know it.”
I felt the tick in my jaw knot, my blood boiling.  Yes, I confided in Piper, but we always did it on my terms.  She had much more to say, apparently desperate to save this poor girl from me.
At that moment, my office phone buzzed.  Angrily I picked up the phone.
“Yes?” I snapped into the receiver.  I could practically see Elizabeth jump in her chair.
“Mr. Woodward, your three o’clock appointment is here.”
“Brilliant.  Send them in,” I slammed the receiver down on the hook.  Normally, I loathe these late-afternoon meetings, but at this moment I welcomed them.
“Think about what you’re doing,” Piper said blandly as she scooped her designer bag from the chair and exited my office.
I knew I intimidated the investors I had arranged to meet with.  Piper had put me in a mood just before the appointment.  I barely listened to a damn thing either of them said to me, but they still agreed to consider my terms.  By the time they left, it was four o’clock.  I pulled out my mobile and sent a text to Jillian.
I’ll be home at 7 pm.  Be ready and waiting in the dining room.
I enjoyed taking her in most rooms of my penthouse.  I felt myself harden, picturing her splayed for me on the dining room table, her velvety thighs wrapped around me as my cock plunged deeply into her wet folds.  Someday, when she’s ready, I’ll take her to my apartment on West 87th Street.
A text chimes in from Jill and my knuckles clamp upon reading it.
Jill: I’m on campus right now, Sir.  What if I get busy?
She’s been challenging lately, as though she wants to be punished.  I thumb an answer back quickly.
Don’t test me, Ms. Pryor.  You won’t like it.
My phone chimes again.
Jill: …or will I?
That’s it.  My fingers twitch, and my cock aches against the zipper of my pants.  I don’t even answer her this time. I’m going to campus to fetch her myself.  Something deep inside tells me this is what she’s asking for.  I’ll show her what it means to challenge me.
“Mr. Woodward,” Elizabeth calls through the intercom on my office desk. “I am reminding you about your dinner meeting tonight with Tanaka and Yoshida, at five pm, at Carlito’s.”
Fuck!  I throw down my briefcase.  I’d forgotten all about that follow-up meeting with my father’s Japanese investors.  They were the ones to request an early dinner meeting before they took their flight back to Tokyo this evening.  With Manhattan traffic, I have just enough time to gather the necessary documents and “fix” myself before meeting them in the swanky Italian restaurant on Madison Avenue.  With reluctance, I sent another text to Jill informing her I’d be home late due to a dinner meeting.
Business was as pleasurable as it could be with two tight-lipped investors.  I managed to keep my dark and dirty thoughts of Jill at bay long enough to convince the men to agree to my father’s requests.  I still couldn’t help but think I should bring Jillian to this place sometime.  She loves good Italian food… I grit my teeth and shake the thought from my mind.  
By the time the investors leave for the airport, it’s eight pm.  I ordered two shots of whiskey and downed them each immediately, before I signed off on the check.  Eight-thirty.
I finally punched in the elevator code to my penthouse and arrived home to complete silence, but the strong smell of buttered popcorn hung in the air.  I knew that was not from Mrs. O’Malley. 
I set my briefcase down on the polished glass table in the foyer.  I found Jill sitting on the oversized leather sofa in the entertainment room.  Her wild waves spilled over the edge of the leather and I could see she was wearing the bulky oversized NYU sweatshirt again.  
I watched her scroll through a selection of movie titles on the screen.  I admired her from the doorway, enjoying her beauty.  She was in her natural state, completely uninhibited.  Finally, I cleared my throat when it seemed she was endlessly searching for a movie title.
“You can order anything you like On-Demand,” I spoke, making her jump slightly.
She looked up at me, and smiled slightly.  “That’s so expensive though.  Netflix is ten bucks a month for endless streaming.”
I couldn’t stifle a grin.  Even in such lavish surroundings, she’s still the bargain hunter.  I thought about ordering her to get up and undressing her, but for some reason I enjoyed seeing her in this relaxed state.  She looked like she belonged here.  No.
“What are you going to watch?” I asked, trying to maintain a calm demeanor.
“I don’t know,” she sighed and then smiled at me as I sat down on the other end of the sofa.  Her legs were stretched out across the leather, but there was still plenty of room.
“I never tried Netflix,” I commented. “Come to think of it, I don’t ever use this TV.”
She looked at me and grinned. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”
I watched her scroll through the titles, more fixated on her than the selections on the screen.  I watched her face; the light had returned in her large, dark eyes, which were the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen, truly.  Her chest heaved up and down lightly beneath her sweatshirt, and then she suddenly sat up and grinned broadly as she selected a title.  I didn’t even know what she chose.  I wasn’t paying attention.  The words of my cousin haunted me, and I struggled to push them away as I watched Jillian.  I’d all but forgotten the frustrations of the day when I laid eyes on her.
I finally looked at the screen and quirked an eyebrow at her. “Pretty Woman?” I knew what she was getting at with this title.
“Sure, why not?” She asked, trying to remain casual, but she was such a bad actress and I saw the glint in her eyes as she looked up at me.  Then she switched out of the  movie and returned to the main menu.  
“Alright, that was a bad attempt at a joke,” she giggled as she lay back with her head on the armrest of the sofa.
I smirked, but then she began rubbing her bare foot on my arm playfully.  I looked down at her and saw the teasing smirk on her face.  I wrapped my hand around her ankle and gripped it firmly.  Her face suddenly fell, noting the warning look on my face.
“I warned you not to test me, Ms. Pryor,” I stated calmly.
I watched her breathing hitch as she looked up at me.  Then I snickered and brushed my forefinger down the sole of her foot.  She flinched, giggling.
I arched a brow. “Oh, ticklish there, are you?” I brushed two fingers around the sole and she flailed more, hysterical.
“No, Mason. Stop. Please!” She continued her hysterical laughter as she tried to yank her foot from my grasp, but it was no use.  My cock hardened at the sight of her thrashing body.
“Where else are you sensitive, Ms. Pryor?” I asked, grabbing her other foot.  She responded in a fit of giggles, writhing, trying to yank her foot away.  I leaned closer, trailing my fingers up her leg while my other hand kept her left ankle bound in my grip.
“What about…here?” I asked, slipping my hand beneath her sweatshirt.  I felt the smooth, warm silk of her skin.  My fingers lightly caressed her soft stomach and she gave another burst of giggles.
“Mason, really.  Stop, please,” She giggled, trying to turn away from me, but my vice-like grip on her ankle kept her where I wanted her.  She squealed and whimpered, and now I was aching beneath my pants.
Finally, I stopped my torment of her and she looked up at me, breathing heavily.  Her eyes shone, still laughing softly as she looked up at me.
“You’re wicked,” she said, trying to glare, but her eyes still radiated.
“You have absolutely no idea, sweetpea.” I knew my smile was wolfish.
In that moment, I don’t know what overcame me, but I leaned over and kissed her lips softly.  I pulled away realizing what I had done, and she looked up at me in shock.  Despite our initial meetings, I had worked very diligently to maintain the contract while keeping space between us.  It was the only way I could maintain control in my life, over her.  
I had not kissed her lips in weeks.  I pulled away completely just then, cursing myself for what I’d just done, but Jill wasn’t sorry.  Before I could straighten entirely, she wrapped her arms around me and pressed her lips to mine.  I couldn’t fight it.  I snaked an arm around her tightly, pressing her small body to mine, forcing her to straddle my lap as the fire was rekindled between us.  Her hands moved to unfasten my crisp button-down as I pulled her sweatshirt over her head.  Once she managed my shirt from my shoulders, I forced her onto her back, never tearing my lips from her luscious mouth.  
She parted her lips, allowing my tongue to savor the taste of her and I couldn’t help but pin her wrists behind her neck.  My head was reeling, feeling out of control in this moment, especially now that she had her legs wrapped around my body.  I finally tore my lips away from her mouth, and passionately kissed down her body, taking each sweet nipple in my mouth.  
I felt her chest heave up and down from the pleasure as I sucked on her breasts, marking her lightly.  Branding her.  She’s mine, and I wanted to make this night about her.  Every moan, every squeal, every whimper of her pleasure would belong to me.  The thoughts and feelings suddenly coursing through my mind were alarming, and I needed to distract myself from the nonsense.
“Get up,” I commanded, and she obeyed immediately.  She stood before me, topless.  Her dark auburn waves fell over her full breasts and the sight of her made my cock even harder, if that was even possible.  I ran my fingers up and down the silk of her porcelain skin.  I never noticed the few freckles scattered on her stomach, left hip bone and one above her right breast.  
Now that I was worshipping her body, I noticed them for the first time.  I planted a deep kiss on each freckle, sucking lightly.  Tomorrow, she’d feel where my mouth had been.
“Mm, Mason,” she breathed softly as my mouth adored her body.  I remained seated in front of her as my tongue ran slowly from her belly to the middle of her beautiful chest.  My hands removed her pale pink pajama bottoms and I felt my tenderness wane as she stood there before me in sheer violet lace that hugged her hips.
“Ms. Pryor,” I said in a raspy whisper as I began kissing the saturated area of her panties.  I felt her body clench as my tongue roughly lapped at her through the lace.  My hands clenched her peach of an ass and I felt my fingers bite into her skin.
“Oh Mason… Mr. Woodward… please,” she whimpered, feeling my tongue torment her through the lace.  My fingers brushed along the apex of her thighs.  She closed her eyes and dipped her head back, but I jerked her by the hips, forcing her to look at me.
“Please, what?” I asked as I slid her panties down her legs.  She carefully stepped out of them, and I kept them balled in my fist.  My black silk tie still draped over my shoulders to go with the matching pants that still hung on my hips. As I stood, Jill stepped back for a moment to admire every inch of my solid, toned frame and I couldn’t help but smirk as I shoved her panties into the pocket of my pants.  I let her enjoy the view for a few moments and then grabbed her by the cheeks of her ass and hoisted her up.  She wrapped her legs around my waist as I carried her from the entertainment room into the dining room. 
I set her down on the dining table.  I spread her legs and kissed up her inner thighs until my mouth consumed the sweet wet heat between her thighs.  My tongue lapped at her slick folds and she gasped as she threw her head back.  I hadn’t tasted her like this in weeks.  I’d denied her this pleasure in an effort to keep her disconnected from me.  I made a silent vow to myself I’d taste her like this much more often.  My tongue flicked and lapped at her mound, enjoying the pleasurable spasming of her body as she gasped, coming right on my tongue.  I sucked all her sweet juices and then nibbled lightly on her clit.
“Oh please Mason,” she begged with ragged breathing.
“Tell me what you want, Princess,” I gave a husky order as I gripped her hips.  
  “Please, I want you…” she answered, sounding pathetic, but it drove my cock wild.
“Say it.  Say the word,” I ordered into her ear as my fingers gripped her hips more firmly.
Her breathing was shaking as she dipped her body back into mine.  
“I want you… to…” She seemed to struggle with the word.  I trailed a finger down her torso from her breasts to her stomach.
“Yes…?” I urged as I pulled her hips over the edge of the table and ground my groin between her thighs.  She groaned softly.
“I want you to fuck me,” she said just above a whisper.  “... hard.”
Fuck. Me.
Hard.  I could feel a storm suddenly roaring within me when she stated those words in a silky smooth tone.
“You don’t know what you’re asking,” I said with my fingers digging into her hips again.  Before she could answer, my free hand ferociously unfastened my belt buckle and loosened my pants.
“Yes, I do,” she looked up at me and bit down on her lower lip.  Then, she arched her back and spread her legs for me.
My blood was boiling with desire at this point.  Oh hell.  She wants it hard?  I’ll show her hard.
My pants and boxer briefs met the floor and I kicked them away.
I held her hips in a vice-like grip and plunged deep into her.  She moaned and mewled as her body spasmed from the force of my rough cock.  I held her in place on my dining table as I fucked her hard, rough.  There was nothing remotely gentle about the way I took her on the table.
“Ohh Mason…” she cried and whimpered.  I was lost in my element as I took her aggressively.  When she became too loud I pulled her off the table and bound her hands behind her back with her own panties.  Then I sat in one of the highback chairs in the dining room and forced her on my cock.  I held her in place as I pistoned deep inside her, feeling her delicious pussy clench frantically around me.
“That’s it, baby,” I growled into her ear as I fucked her in the chair.  She orgasmed around my cock and I followed a few minutes later.  I fucked hard, but this tense, tight pussy was too much.
I stood and set her on her feet, then led her by the panties that still bound her wrists and took her into my study.  I threw everything from the desk by sliding my hand roughly over the surface.  Papers scattered all over the rug.  Then I kissed her passionately, deeply, hungrily.  It didn’t take long for my cock to grow stiff again.
“Tell me if I hurt you,” I whispered into her ear.
“Yes, Sir,” she responded with hooded, lustful eyes.  Without my word, she trailed her tongue from my chest down to my stomach.  Her lips were luscious against my heated skin.  I needed her again.  I wrapped her hair around my fist and pulled her up by her scalp and bent her over my desk.
“I’m going to take you again,” I said as my hands kneaded her beautiful, round ass.  I watched her squirm slightly in anticipation.  
	Then, my hand rang down on her porcelain skin.  I reveled in the red print of my hand on her ass.  She cried out in a gasp, surprised.  I rubbed the red area, then struck her other cheek and she let out another gasp.
“Mason…” She was almost whining.
  “You’ve been challenging me lately, Ms. Pryor.  This is just a little reminder of who's in charge.”
“Yes, yes, Sir,” she whimpered.  My hands caressed the silk of her skin before I gripped her hips sharply and then rammed my hardened length into her slick folds.  The sounds this girl gives can set off an alarm system.
I grabbed the tie that was still slinked over my shoulders, placed it between those lips as I took her from behind.  My tempo was merciless, half waiting for her to cry out to go easier and half not caring.
“Oh Mason… Oh please… feels so good…” She cried out, muffled from my tie, as her fingers curled into fists from the pleasure.  Her fingernails dug into the skin of her palm.  She cried my name over and over.  I’d never seen her so liberated before; Splayed over my desk, she was like a flower that had bloomed right before me.
I took her in every room, but one.  I reveled in the heated passion between us as she gave herself to me completely.  This night had been unlike any other night before.  The spark had returned in her eyes, and she had submitted to me, body and soul, without the usual questioning look in her eyes.  Of course I’d fucked her hard and rough in past nights, but never like this… and never once did she beg me to go easy on her or stop.
I finally carried her back to her bedroom, and tucked her under the covers.  She was exhausted and already half asleep.  I switched off the bedside light and turned to look at her.  The city lights filtered softly through the curtains, gently illuminating her features.  She looked like an angel.
Seeing her like this brought such a heaviness to my heart and I couldn’t resist.  I sat on the edge of the bed and watched her sleep. Lightly, my fingers caressed her hair and I saw she was smiling in her sleep.  The desire to stay in the bed with her was strong, yet fleeting.  Stubbornly, I pushed this feeling aside and left her to rest. 
As I walked down the hall to my own master suite, I knew one thing for certain: I was fucked.  No pun intended.



Chapter 11
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
The bed felt empty when I woke the next morning, but my heart fluttered wildly when I remembered the night before.  I still felt the lingering effects of his touch, and my head was still reeling from what happened between us.  The way his eyes blazed, the initial tenderness and then roughness of his touch… What had I done to spark this in him?  I grabbed my glasses from the nightstand, slipped out of the bed and examined myself in the mirror: mussed hair and…bruises on my hips from where he gripped me last  night. Light bruises decorated my breasts where he kissed and sucked my skin.  Liquid pools of heat rushed south at the memory of him taking me every which way, in every room.  Every room except one.
My phone vibrated at that instant, tearing me away from the examination of my reflection.  It was Mason, and my heart swelled.
“Hi,” I smiled into the phone.
“Good morning,” his voice sounded much less stern than usual. “I was just calling to check on you.  Did you sleep well?”
“I’m great. I slept really well,” I answered, perching on the edge of the bed. “How are you?”
“Average morning; A client cancelled, so I had a minute to check on you.” I just loved the way he sounded on the phone this morning.  He’d never called to check on me the morning after before like this.
“Do you think you’ll be home regular time tonight?” I asked.  I sensed he wanted to say something due to the sudden awkward silence on his end.
“Most likely,” there was another pause of silence. “I may have to stay on the West End.”
I squeezed my eyes shut.  He was shutting me out again.
“Mason please, it’s only me, Jill.  Remember?  It’s just me, the girl you-”
“I know exactly who you are,” Mason answered with a taciturn note in his voice.
So this was his real reason for calling.  He’d been wondering if he was too rough?  I felt the tender bruises on my hips.  Yes, he was very rough at times, especially when he had me splayed over the dining table… I wanted him again and again.
“You were perfect,” I replied. “I want it again and again.”
“Ms. Pryor,” Mason warned, egging me to tell the truth.  He seemed convinced he was more than I could handle.
“Mr. Woodward,” I retorted.  I waited for his warning for my haughty tone, but he said nothing so I added, “I loved every minute of it.  I’m not a porcelain doll.  I never felt so satiated in my life.” I always knew he was holding back from me and that was understandable because I had been inexperienced, but that was weeks ago… The air suddenly seemed to shift.
“Very good, Jilly Bean.  I’ll see you tonight then,” there was something tender, yet dark in his tone.  Then the line was empty.  My heart accelerated at the desire in his voice.
My phone vibed again and I looked down expecting Mason to be calling me again with instructions, but instead it was Elyse.  I answered immediately.
“Hey,” I answered with a grin.
“Hey girl, guess what!” She was giddy with excitement.
“What is it?” I asked as I leafed through my seemingly endless wardrobe.
“Oh, I can’t tell you over the phone.  I want to tell you in person.  What are you doing today?”
“I have classes today.  Are you working?” I asked as I picked out a plum colored silk top.
“I go in at four,” she answered. “I can meet you on the campus.”
“Alright.  Meet me by the library around two, because I have to do some research for an economics paper.”
“What’s it about?  Just interview your sugar daddy for his input,” Elyse responded with a snarky tone.  I dropped the boots I’d been holding when she said that.
“Elyse!” I gasped. “He is NOT my sugar daddy!” I had to lower my voice because I knew Mrs. O’Malley could have heard that.
“Relajate, chica.  I was only joking,” she laughs.
“You’re hilarious,” I answered drily.  If she only knew… 
“I’ll see you at two, J. I gotta go!”  
 
****
 
I went through the usual Tuesday routine I had fallen into since starting my new semester.  At two sharp, I found Elyse walking through the university library doors.  I smiled from the wooden table I’d been sitting at and waved to her.  She speed-walked toward me with a huge grin plastered on her face.  I always loved seeing that smile.
“So?” I asked as she plopped down beside me at the table.
She beamed and waved a paper in my face.  I took the paper and looked down at it.  It was a receipt from the university registrar with a class schedule.
“I’m back in school!” She tossed her black hair over her shoulder. “My dad convinced me when I got the acceptance letter.  I told you he was trying to push me into finishing what I started.  He talked me into letting him cosign on the loans so I could go back.”
“So that’s the real reason you claimed school wasn’t your deal,” I arched a brow. “Money.”
She shrugged. “Money was part of it. I felt stuck in a rut.  I didn’t say anything right away because I felt intrusive when he cosigned the loan… it felt really weird at first.”
“I can understand that,” I answered.  I thought about Mason’s contract.  
“My major is social science with a minor in journalism,” she beamed, staring down at her course schedule. “Maybe someday I can get a job with Big Brothers and Big Sisters of America.  I’ll do whatever it takes if they just give me a job!”
“I thought you wanted to open a community center with me someday?” I grinned.  
“I think my articles will eventually bring awareness to the need for community centers, helping kids and families in need…” She looked at me squarely.  Wow, she was really passionate about this.  I was ecstatic for her.  I wrapped my arms around her tightly.
“I’m so excited for you, Ly.”  
“So, how’s your rich stud?” She asked, folding and tucking her registration papers into her bold red handbag.
My cheeks flared. “Good, but he’s not my stud.  I don’t want to talk about that here.” 
Actually, there was so much I wanted to tell her.  I fixated on my textbook, highlighting furiously and not paying attention to what I was actually marking.  I couldn’t talk about my dynamics with Mason, even if I wanted to… I tried to give her a confident smile, but I could tell from her scrutinizing stare she wasn’t buying it.  Elyse was too intuitive.  At this moment, I felt my phone vibe with a text message.  I looked down to see Mason’s name flash across the screen.
“Ok.  I have to go get ready for work.  I’ll call you tomorrow.  Later, babe.” She shrugged and then tossed me a half-eaten pack of starburst.  I grinned at her.
“Seriously, I want to see your new pad,” she said as she began walking away.
“I’ll talk to him about it,” I answered, hesitantly.  Mason never told me I couldn’t bring anybody over to his home, but I assumed I already knew what his answer would be since I had to sign the confidentiality agreement.
I watched my best friend walk out of the library, wishing I could confide in her more.  Then, I read the message Mason left me. I assumed he was only letting me know that he would be home late, but my heart dropped when I read the message. 
Mason:  I’m taking a flight to Mumbai tonight.  My grandmother passed away.  I’ll be gone a few days.
I instantly sent him a message. 
I’m so sorry for your loss.  I’m here if you need anything.  
I wanted to tell him I’d miss him, because I would- badly, but I didn’t know how he’d react to something like that.  
Mason:  Don’t be.  It’ll be a boring affair.  The best part will be the food.
My stomach churned at the thought of curry dishes.  I enjoyed Indian food almost as much as Mason enjoyed sushi.  The one and only time I had tried Indian food was from a run-down takeout restaurant and I spent the night puking in the bathroom from food poisoning.  Mason, however, loved the food from his mother’s country.
I didn’t know whether I should be sorry for Mason or concerned.  I know his text message could have appeared to be insensitive, but he hardly knew his grandmother, and I know he wants little, if nothing, to do with his family.  There are several things I know about Mason Woodward’s family.  These might be things most people don’t know, because he never talks about his family or his personal history. 
Even in the few exposè articles where journalists have written about their interviews with him, he’s never mentioned his family from India or even from the United Kingdom.  He always kept the interviews directly on point with business and company dynamics.  I only know these things because he confided in my family in bits and pieces over the years when he was often at our apartment, eating dinner with us.
I know Mason’s mother is the daughter of a very influential Marawis native who owns a large textile empire.  Her father was a wealthy English businessman who was coaxed into marrying for power and money, just as she would be sent to London to marry Mason’s father for the same reasons.  These days, he won’t discuss his family with me at all, but I know not to ask.  When I first connected with Mason weeks ago, I thought the broken friendship between him and my brother had something to do with why he’d become so cold and distant.  
The more time I spend with Mason, the more I see his family, especially his father, has helped to shape the apathetic and detached man he’s become.  Over the last few weeks, I’ve often wished he could just step away from all of it and be the Mason I once knew: Genuine, protective, and compassionate. I used to trust him with my life.
 
****
 
5 years ago…
 
“Hey Jilly Bean, we’ve been looking everywhere for you.”  I looked up from beneath my Chanel frames to see Paisley, Vera, and Hazel staring down at me with sugary sweet smiles.  They’d been followers of Nicole Balinski, the mean girl in my private Catholic high school who had made my life a living hell most days.  I remembered when she snapped my old, cheap frames in half, and how they all giggled.  I’d wanted to keep it all a secret because I was so humiliated.  
I’d gone home, feeling sick with grief, and hid in my bedroom, but Mason dragged the truth out of me and took me to buy new designer frames.  After that day, Nicole Balinski disappeared from my life for reasons unknown.  
Now, her minions were staring down at me in the school library while I was desperately trying to cram for an exam. They looked so chic with their designer bags, expensive shoes, and perfect hair.  Even their stockings must have cost more than my life at that point.  I was an outsider with a few acquaintances, but I secretly wished I was like them.
“Are you coming to Tucker’s party tonight?” Hazel, the redhead, asked me.  She smoothed a perfectly sleek strand of hair over her shoulder and smiled down at me.
I blinked up at them as I removed my headphones.  I loved playing Pink Floyd while I studied.
“On a school night?” I asked stupidly, knowing these kids still partied on a Thursday night.  Most of them were given good grades because their parents donated huge sums of money and raised hell if their spawn didn’t receive anything above a B.  That was not my life.  My brother couldn’t afford those donations, or even those threats.  He could barely pay my tuition.
“Oh my God.  You’re right, she’s so cute.  We should adopt her,” Vera exclaimed as though she were cooing over a puppy and not an eighteen-year-old Senior in high school.  What?
“So are you going to be there?” Hazel prompted further.
“I don’t know.  My English lit exam is tomorrow.  I really need an A,” I explained hesitantly.  I’d wanted these girls to like me for the past three years, and it was the second half of my senior year in high school.  Now they wanted to be nice?
“It’s just a little get-together including a few hot guys.  Maybe after, we will give you a makeover.  You would look so good with a makeover.  You could get the attention of that hot Woodward guy we see you with sometimes.”
I scrunched my nose, despite the flutters in my chest at the thought.  Ugh.  Get a grip.  It’s Mason.  The older I got, the more I noticed how hot he was.  I was a red-blooded teenage girl.  It wasn’t just his incredibly good looks that got my hormones going, but his entire demeanor and the way he carried himself.  I tried to convince myself he was just another brother to me. 
On the day of my eighteenth birthday, I became painfully aware I’d developed a little crush on him.  Alright, it was a big crush.  But he had a girlfriend and it was very serious.  No. No. No.
“What are you listening to?” Paisley finally spoke up, fluffing her perfect, dark curls with one manicured hand.
I glanced down at my headphones, which faintly blasted because I’d never shut off the music. “Dark Side of the Moon.”
They stared down at me blankly, then exchanged glances with one another they tried to mask.  I’m not stupid.  I knew they were silently communicating amongst one another, “What a weirdo.” I tried to ignore it.  I needed to try harder.  I could still end my high school years being with the in-crowd.
“Screw the test. I’ll be at the party,” I grinned, removing my headphones from my ears.  All three grinned in unison, as though they were one person in three different bodies.  It was a little creepy.
“You can stay over at my mom’s,” Hazel offered.  She scribbled her cell phone number down on a paper and I added it to my phone.  She gave me the address to the party, which was on Park Avenue.
I’d never lied to my brother… much.  I felt horribly guilty when I phoned him to say I wouldn’t be home tonight.
“I’m going to have a study session with my friend, Hazel, and then I’ll stay at her place and go to school with her in the morning,” I explained.  I can’t believe I’m doing this…
“You never mentioned a friend named Hazel.  Where does she live?” Travis asked.  I could tell he was still at the office from the phones that rang in the background.  Sometimes I thought he was bossier than Mason; he’d really influenced my brother in a few ways over the years.
“Yeah, she’s in my English lit class.  We have to write essays for the exam and the teacher is an ass,” I explained.  This part was true, but I still felt guilty.
“Give me her number, so I can ask who will be home.”
“What!” My face reddened with fear.
“I want her number.  I want to know if her parents will be home and where you will be study.”
“Travis you cannot be serious!” I wailed. “I’m eighteen now.  I’m not a child!”
“Cool, alright.  You’re not a child.  Pay your own cell phone and internet bills.  Then we’ll talk,” he challenged.
“UGH!” I groaned.  Despite my argument, I sounded like a spoiled fifteen-year-old.  
“FINE!” I gave him Hazel’s number, feeling I was committing myself to social suicide… but they probably lied to their parents all the time. 
That thought eased my nerves only slightly.  Hazel must have gone along with my lie when Travis called her, because he did give me permission to stay over at Hazel’s.  Guilt washed over me because he was trusting me, even as I was lying.
I wore the nicest thing I owned to this party: A black cocktail dress I’d found at the thrift store.  I thought I looked decent.  The dress was a Dior, but since I bought it two years ago, it was probably out of style.  Oh well.
It turns out this small get-together was a large get-together in an empty apartment. The party had been going on for quite some time when I arrived.  I thought it started at nine pm, but it turns out the kids had been drinking long before that.  There was literally nothing in the apartment except for a few expensive wall paintings, some dark leather furniture and a large, marbled open-floor space.  Music blared.  I didn’t know what musician it was except it was some kind of rap.  
There were kids everywhere, including a few college guys who were handing out the drinks.  Strobe lights flashed over the marbled floor.  I didn’t recognize most of the people there.  I suddenly felt very shy, and completely out of my depth.  I was prepared to find a corner and hide, or go back to the exit.
“Here, have a drink,” One of the college guys manning the drink station suddenly greeted me.  He gave me a charming grin as he handed me a large plastic cup of amber colored liquid.
“Thanks,” I answered.  It wasn’t beer.
“Relax, it’s just iced tea,” He grinned.  
“Cool, thanks,” I answered.  
He was cute, with gelled back blond hair and broad shoulders.  He wore a white polo that defined his very nice biceps.  I felt a little more confident all of a sudden.
I looked around for Hazel and the others.  I didn’t see them anywhere.
Naively, I sipped the drink.  The taste was unusual for iced tea and I’m sure there was a little alcohol in it.  I liked the taste though and I kept nervously sipping while I walked around the crowd, looking for the girls.  I was normally a homebody… only immersed in my after school clubs.  This was my first real party with alcohol.
I finally found Hazel and company on the dance floor, making inappropriate moves with some guys I would never have dreamed about approaching.  I made a detour away from them, draining my cup.  By this point, I’d lost track of how long I’d been there.  The girls were still moving on the dance floor under strobe lights.
“Have another,” a male voice said from beside me, handing me another cup.  I think it was the blond man who greeted me when I first arrived.
I felt so warm and fuzzy from the drink at this point.  The room was suddenly very hot. “You don’t look so good.  You want to sit down?” The owner of the voice snaked an arm around my waist tightly and guided me over to the quiet hallway.  My stomach burned slightly.
“Here, drink this,” He said as dizziness washed over me.  Without thinking, I took the drink and gulped it like it was water and then I blanched, coughing and gasping. My throat burned like fire all the way down to my stomach.  I didn’t know what was in that drink, but it was strong and I wasn’t used to any alcoholic beverages.  
I suddenly felt very sick as I felt his hands all over my body.  He was clearly taking advantage of my state and his hands moved to my breasts.  Then, he pulled me towards him and kissed me, forcing his tongue inside my mouth.  Alarm bells were clanging, despite my inebriated state.  I pulled away from him, and stood very unsteadily.
“I need some air,” I said, clinging to the wall as I tried to get away from him. 
“Aw come on, Angel.  You need to loosen up.  Don’t be such a cockblock.” I heard his voice creeping up behind me and I pulled my phone as I moved away from him.  
I was so blurry at this point.  The numbers swam in my vision.  I was afraid, especially after I heard the guy say to his friends, “I’m going to bang her brains out.”
I kept moving until I was in the middle of the party. 
Travis could never know this.  My mom could not know about this.  I’d never see the light of day.  I managed to phone Mason and he answered after two rings.
“Mason… Mason… Mason…”  I stumbled toward the doorway.  I could barely get a thought out, even though I knew what I wanted to say.  The music blared so loudly over me, around me.  I couldn’t think.
“Jill, where are you?” He demanded.
“I’m at a place.  Um...”  
I managed to step outside of the party and was greeted with a wooden set of stairs.  I managed to sit down, dropping my phone.  I picked it up.
“JILLIAN,” He growled as I replaced the phone to my ear.
“I…I’m at a party.  I’m going to slide down the stairs right now.  This really hot guy said he wants to bang my brains out.  He gave me some drinks. I got away.”
“WHERE ARE YOU, Dammit?!  Give me the address.”  Mason sounded like he was ready to break the phone.  
I stammered the address and then dropped the phone, hanging up on him.  Then, I threw up at the top of the stairs.  I could hear the guy just on the other side of the door, and I gripped the railing as I attempted to get down the stairs without killing myself.  I took off my heels and used both hands to descend the steps slowly, one at a time.  It took me a while to near the bottom, or so it seemed.
“Angel face, there you are,” As I neared the bottom step I heard his voice.  Oh, no…
I reached the bottom step and bolted for the front door to the building.  The door suddenly swung open.  Mason stormed inside and grabbed me as I nearly fell over.
“Get off me!” I screamed, thinking it was that guy.
“Shh. Jill.  It’s me,” he said, and I let out a shaky breath.  I’d never felt such relief wash over me until that moment in my life.  I am safe.  Protected.
“Who the fuck are you?” I heard Mason growl as he steadied me against the wall.
“Who me?  I’m just a friend trying to make sure the girl gets home safely.”  I heard the guy explain.  I watched him hold his hands up in a surrendering motion.
Mason suddenly gripped the guy by his hair and slammed his front against the wall.
“What did you give her and how much?” I heard the demand in such a threatening tone.  I could only focus on the waves of nausea that washed over me.
“Just a little long island iced tea and some tequila, man.  What the hell is wrong with you?” The guy mustered, plastered into the wall.
“Mason, I want to go home…” I squeaked.  I looked up to see him with his fist in the air, ready to strike.  He looked at me and I could tell he was fighting the urge to smash the kid’s face in, but he lowered his fist.
“If you ever go near her again, I will break every fucking bone in your body,” he threatened instead, letting go of the guy so roughly he smacked the wall one last time.  Then Mason scooped me up and stepped into the mild night air.
After easing me into his silver Bentley, I began sobbing, completely out of my mind.  He didn’t even have to say anything.  At this point, the alcohol was fully in my system and I was too intoxicated to accurately read him.  He drove through the streets of Manhattan.
“Please, please don’t tell Travis,” I sobbed.  His expression was unreadable. “I was so stupid.” Still, he said nothing, and finally parked outside of a diner.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked, struggling to unbuckle my seatbelt.
He still said nothing as he parked the car, got out, and then retrieved me from the passenger side.  He steadied me as he walked me into the diner.
“You need to eat something,” He stated.  Once we found a booth, he ordered me a grilled cheese and fries and a large glass of water.  When I look back on the trip to the diner, I find it was mostly a blur.  I ate some of the food, very slowly, when I wasn’t feeling the nausea.
“I can’t guarantee Travis won’t know,” he finally stated. “But if he doesn’t find out, I won’t tattle on you… as long as you promise not to pull a stunt like that again.”
I nodded, sipping the water.
“I can’t hear you Jillian,” Mason spoke calmly.
“Yes, yes I promise.  No more,” I answered softly as I put a fry into my mouth. 
This will definitely not happen again - oh God, my head… 
After I’d finished eating, I felt better with water and food in my system.  I was a little steadier now, and Mason brought me home.
My brother was out and my mom was sleeping.  Thank goodness… 
To my surprise, Mason tucked me into bed as appropriately as he could.  I’d just turned eighteen and he was in a relationship.  I was still wearing my cocktail dress, but he pulled the covers over me.  He was a perfect gentleman the entire time.
“Is your relationship really serious?” I blurted out.
Mason cocked a brow at me and then stifled a smile.  “You are going to feel like shit tomorrow morning.”
“Do you love her?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“This much, or this much?” I spread my arms wide, almost hitting him in the face, and then pinched my thumb and forefinger together.
“Very much.”
“I don’t think she loves you.  She only gets excited when you talk about your boat or money, and she downplays you when you talk about things that are important to you,” I blurted. It was true based on my very few sober observations of her while we’d all gone out to eat at restaurants, but… What the hell?  I’m never drinking again.
Mason appeared agitated, but remained calm. “I’m going to blame the alcohol for that one, Jill.  Take some Advil in the morning and eat a bagel.”
“Okay,” I said and rolled over.  That was the last bit I remembered from the evening.
 
****
 
Present Day
 
Mason’s absence was lonely.  It was pathetic that it felt so empty without him.  I had Elyse.  I spoke to my mom and brother on the phone regularly.  I had my classes and school work to keep me busy, and Mrs. O’Malley kept me entertained with her stories of living in Dublin before coming to New York.  Still, my mind drifted to the last time I’d seen him: Netflix night, when he teased me and tickled my feet and then took me in most rooms of his home.  I recalled how I felt my blood heat at his touch, how he started out tender and then steadily grew harder and rougher.  It surprised me I enjoyed it so much.  My hand trailed to the sides of my hips, wishing I still felt the indent of his fingerprints.  The way it felt when he splayed my legs and took me from behind over his desk, or how he bound my hands with my own panties and had me ride him in the dining room. He drove into me so deep.  I wanted this man, and I was in withdrawal.
My mind wandered randomly to the night he rescued me from my own stupid, naive choice to attend a party in high school.  If I hadn’t said anything, I know he would have smashed the guy’s skull.  It was one of two times I’d seen Mason nearly lose his temper like that.  He never did tell Travis about the party or the drinks.  
I held up my end of the promise I’d made to him that night.  I stayed away from Hazel and her crew.  They didn’t bother me either.  I stuck with my extracurricular activities and maintained good grades.  I managed to stay out of trouble for years… until I reconnected with him again.  Isn’t it ironic how the very man who made me promise to stay away from trouble is the same one who coaxed me into signing this contract?
Mason had been gone for nearly two weeks, so I was overjoyed when I received a text message from him one afternoon during my Thursday economics class.  But, his words made my heart wrench.
Mason:  I’m on my way home.  Pack your things.
I responded with the exact questions in my head: What?  Why?  
I didn’t receive a response. I was so confused and crushed, wondering why he was kicking me out of his home before the contract was complete.  I wanted more time with him…
Stupid, stupid girl.  He’s probably tired of you.  I tried to reason with myself, but all I could think about was Netflix night.  I knew he felt the same bond I’d felt, the same white-hot chemistry that coursed between us.  There was no denying it.  The text message just made no sense to me.  I gathered my notebook and bag and slipped out of class early.  
I arrived in Mason’s penthouse, only to find people already moving my things for me.  Mrs. O’Malley was busy removing all of my clothes from the hangers in my closet.
“What is going on?  Why is he kicking me out?” I asked her as I watched this scene helplessly.
Mrs. O’Malley seemed rushed. “His family is returning with him from Mumbai.  They will arrive in a few short hours.  He’s moving you to his apartment on West 87th Street, my dear.”  
My eyes widened.  A tingle of excitement coursed through me.  He’d never spoken of the apartment since the first night when he mentioned it was “better equipped.”  
Then, I realized why he was moving me out while his family visited.  He’s ashamed of me.  I’m his dirty little secret.  I am not classy and elegant like the women he took out in public . I will never be that woman.  That hurt, a lot.  I felt my face contort as I fought back tears.
“Don’t worry, dear.  His family never stays for longer than a few days.” Mrs. O’Malley gave me a stiff smile, and I could see stress in the wrinkles of her eyes.  What are you not telling me?  I wondered, but I kept silent and helped pack my own things instead.  All the while, I wondered how Mason was doing.  
I wondered if his family was as mean-spirited as I perceived them to be.  I let out a deep sigh, desperately fighting back my own emotions, as every trace of my existence was wiped clean from Mason’s penthouse and transferred over to his apartment on West 87th Street.
I have no idea why Mason refers to his property on West 87th Street as an “apartment.”  I was surprised when Rick pulled up in front of a brownstone building, with beautiful curves in the architecture.
“Which floor does Mason have?” I asked, surveying the exterior of the building.  It was a perfect white, with matching ornate railings that lined steps in the color of burnt sienna.  The entire neighborhood was exclusive and absolutely dazzling.  It didn’t seem like a neighborhood that belonged anywhere near reality.  Not my reality.  Trees lined the smooth sidewalks and I could see there was a bay window on the second floor which would give a lovely view of Central Park West.
Rick chuckled, snapping me away from my daze. “He takes up the entire building.”
Wow. “Well, that’s not an apartment,” I blurted, and Rick only chuckled.
I followed Rick and walked up the steps, and into the “apartment.”  I just looked around to check out my temporary home.  A rustic and cozy design greeted me.  It was a sharp contrast to the sterile, yet modern design of his penthouse. The rooms were small, but it seemed Mason wanted to maintain a Victorian character to the house.  
Deep, dark hardwood floors greeted me in every room, with gorgeous rugs spread out appropriately.  Most of the doors in each room were open and welcoming.  I could see Mason’s study on the first floor.  I peeked inside and found model airplanes of every size.  I do not know very much about airplanes, but Mason was clearly interested in them.  Models of every possible design were strategically situated around his office, complimenting black and white photos of very old airplanes. 
One photo in particular caught my interest.  It was very old and grainy, but sized to fit above the mantle of his hearth.  It was a very old photo of an airplane and a man was standing proudly in front of the aircraft.  There were some similarities between his smile and Mason’s.  I smiled as I looked up at the photo.  Interesting…  This study seemed like an open book into the secret passions of Mason Woodward.  
The library was just next to the study, and was much smaller in scale than the one at his penthouse.  Perhaps Mason refers to his West property as an apartment since the square footage is smaller than his penthouse. 
The rustic feel to the design continued in the parlor and even in the game room.  Wow, he even has a game room.  A large flat screen was situated on a cream colored wall, and every game console imaginable was stored in the dark glass cabinet doors below the flat screen.  Of course he had a pool table and a very fancy poker table.  This was all too much.  
I went up the dark wood steps to the second floor, and found two bedrooms with one shared bathroom.  It was incredible.  I assumed the smaller of the rooms was my guest bedroom and I was correct.  My clothes and belongings were already neatly organized in the closet.  Gosh, these people work fast.  
For once, Mason’s bedroom was not locked.  I peeked inside and found it to be nothing outside of my expectations.  I saw nothing more than a King Size bed with a neatly tucked silk duvet in black.  There was a spotless white, plush rug under my feet and a dark stone hearth.  This is just how I imagined his bedroom.  There was a polished armoire with his cologne and coin chest neatly situated on top.  I could see he had a large walk-in closet, even with the door open a crack.  Good God this man has money to blow.  
I let out a deep breath, feeling overwhelmed.  I exited his bedroom and returned to the narrow corridor of the hallway, thinking my tour was over, but then I remembered there were three floors, not two.
“What’s on the third floor?” I asked Rick, who waited patiently for me at the far end of the hall.
“Storage,” He answered.  He pointed toward the far end of the hall, to a set of very narrow, dark steps I had not seen earlier as I had passed.  There was a thick wooden door at the very top.
“The third floor is strictly off-limits.  Mr. Woodward has instructed if you need anything placed in storage, you can let him know and he will have it placed.”
“Um, okay…” I answered, puzzled.  What the hell would I need placed in storage?  That’s a little weird.
“He also instructed that he will come to you when he is ready.  The fridge is fully stocked.  You should want for nothing.  You will have no need to look for him at his hotel.” He spoke stiffly, but there was a sad smile on his face.
My face fell, clearly seeing now my worst thoughts were true.  He didn’t want anyone to know about me.  I’m a secret.
Rick left me with a key, and I retreated into the guest bedroom.  Now alone in this beautiful home, all I could do was cry.  I cursed myself for crying.  Was I sobbing because I was ungrateful?  No....that wasn’t it. 
Tears streamed down my face, making my eyes red and swollen.  The gut-wrenching truth only twisted the knife in my chest further.  This thought only brought about another round of fresh tears.
I’m in love with Mason Woodward.
 
****
 
I tried to immerse myself with school work.  I had an economics exam in two days, but the mysterious door
on the third floor was really getting to me.  If it was only storage, then why was it off-limits?  
I had a feeling Rick was lying.  I set my highlighter down and left my textbook in the library where I had been attempting to study.  I ascended the narrow wooden stairs and tested the doorknob that greeted me at the top.  Locked, as I’d expected.  Unless Mason was harboring some deep, nasty secret, there was no reason why his “storage” should be locked and off-limits in a home he didn’t use much.
I sucked in a deep breath and gave up. I went down to the kitchen, made myself a sandwich, and tried to distract my restless thoughts with some TV.  I woke after dozing off, shut off the flat screen, then got ready for bed.  My heart was heavy, missing him.  
I reminisced about better times with Mason: All those times he’d helped me without any ulterior motive, his ‘I don’t give a fuck’ smile.  You need to stop dwelling in the past… it’s gone, the thought intruded into my mind.  
My mind was uneasy even as it shifted from fond memories to darker, sinful deeds I’d done with the very same man.  I missed the way he felt inside me, his length ramming into my core, gripping my hips in an act of ownership.  Oh God…  I let out a gasp as tingles of pleasure from the thought alone made my pussy clench.  
I couldn’t resist.  I reached down, closing my eyes as I slid a hand down my stomach toward my own private area.  I touched myself, imagining it was him touching me.
“Oh Mason…” I moaned softly, reliving all the sweet, delicious things he’d done to my body over the weeks.  I continued playing with myself, but I was growing frustrated.  I couldn’t do to myself what he did to me.  
My body became an electric pulse of energy under his touch… I just couldn’t make myself respond like that without him.  I shoved two fingers into my soft, wet folds and thrust as best as I could, but it was no use.  My frustration was only growing.
“I’m not a porcelain doll.  Stop treating me like a flower,” I groaned, trying harder to give myself release.  My fingers felt like nothing compared to him.  I couldn’t even mimic the touch.  I rolled over, pressing my face into the pillow, so my fingers could go further inside and I moaned softly, feeling bits of pleasure.  I imagined it was his fingers pleasuring me, not my own.
“Oh fuck yes, Mason…” I groaned softly into the pillow.
Suddenly, I felt a hand grasp my hair in a huge handful and pull my head from the pillow.  My heart lept into my mouth from the shock and fear I experienced in that single moment.  I hadn’t heard anyone enter the property.
“The filthy things you say when you think I’m not watching.” His low voice was seductive in my ear.  
His fist was still knotted in my hair as his hand slid up my ass and trailed down the curve of my lower back.  He had me held in such a way that my body could not move without ripping hair from my scalp.
Oh hell, yes… My heart beat wildly in my chest.  Adrenaline coursed through my veins as wet heat pooled in my black lace panties.
“Mason…” I breathed.  
I couldn’t even look into his face as I felt his fingers grip into the cheeks of my ass.  I gasped, moaning at such a feral touch.  I could feel how tight he was wound, straining to maintain any level amount of control as his fingers dug into my skin.  The line between pleasure and pain was blurred.
“How long have you been here?” I managed to ask, overcome with lust.
His grip on my hair tightened as he pulled me to my knees by the nerves in my scalp.  His voice was low and velvety in my ear.  
“Long enough to see how much I’ve corrupted you, my little flower.”
My breath hitched.  This was so unlike the Mason I was accustomed to.  He’d been rough with me once, but still careful.  This was... I don’t know.  I couldn’t think clearly.
His hands trailed, feather light, down my collarbone to my breasts.  I still couldn’t look up at him.
“What would your brother say if he knew how dirty you really are?” He twisted my nipples between his thumb and forefinger.
I gasped and tried to press my body into his, as his fingers continued to enjoy my breasts.  His grip on my scalp was still tight and I couldn’t move.
“Please…” I moaned softly.
“Please what, Jilly Bean?” He growled softly in my ear.  His hand trailed down my front, into the warmth beneath my panties.  His fingers brushed against my slick folds in an effort to torment me.
“Please…just take me.” I gasped.  
Two fingers suddenly thrust inside me, pounding into me hard.  I moaned loudly, and Mason added a third finger.
“I want a more descriptive word, sweetpea,” Mason said into my ear, still fingerfucking me.
My whole body shuddered with the electric pulse only he could give me.  He was like a caged animal, trying to keep himself in check.  He was so tense, far beyond what I’ve ever experienced with him before.  I could only sense the pent up frustration and stress he’d dealt with in the last two weeks.
“Please just… fuck me,” I begged him as his fingers continued to bring me to the edge of an intense climax.  My whole body shuddered as ripples washed over me.
Mason suddenly withdrew his fingers from me, and I nearly cried from the withdrawal.  I whimpered pathetically.
He grasped me by both arms and turned me to face him. “Is that what you really want?  I’ll warn you now: If I take you, I won’t go soft. The last two weeks have been hell.  I’ll fuck you hard. Long. Rough.”
Oh. My. God.  
I was panting, and he knew it.  Was he ever as desperate for me as I was for him?   I looked up into his handsome gaze.  He looked down on me with such hunger as he kept his grip on my hips.
“An answer, Jillian,” he ordered.  
“Yes,” I responded immediately, without hesitation. “I want you.  However you need me.”
His light brown eyes suddenly became hooded with black lust.  He looked me up and down.  I was wearing nothing but a black Led Zeppelin t-shirt and black lace panties.  It was the complete opposite of his very expensive black suit with matching silk tie.
Without a word, he grabbed me by the arm, and led me up the narrow wooden stairs. 
“Rick said this was only storage,” I said.
“Rick says what I tell him to say.” Mason stated calmly.  
He unlocked the door and opened it, but didn’t turn the light on.  He entered the room, seeming to know his way around without any light.
“What are-” I began to ask, but he suddenly took hold of me firmly and held me against the wall.  
“Don’t move,” he ordered in a low voice.
“Yes… Sir,” I responded.  
I sucked in a sharp breath when I heard the faint clink of metal chains.  He took one of my hands and I felt soft, thick leather grasp my wrist.  He bound my other wrist in the smooth cuff and my arms were now bound above my head.  Then I heard the sliding rattle of chain against a steel beam and it suddenly locked into place.
“You know I will never hurt you,” he said quietly, and I sensed he could barely contain his hunger.
“Mason, I know you would never hurt me,” I looked up at the shadow of his face.  
He suddenly switched on the light, and I caught the glimpse of strange furniture, contraptions and chains…  
What. The. Hell?
Then he slipped his fingers beneath my panties again and I lost all thoughts.  Two fingers slipped into my soaking heat and I spread my legs a little more for him as he rubbed with fervor against my most sensitive spot.
“Mason,” I threw my head back and whimpered loudly, closing my eyes, feeling my legs grow weak.
He gripped the back of my head and forced my gaze on his face.  I couldn’t move my hands, completely captivated by him as he brought me to the brink of pleasure.  Then suddenly he withdrew his fingers, denying me yet again.  
He grabbed the lace around my hips and tore frantically.  I felt a slight sting on my skin as he tore the fabric.  He undressed himself as though he couldn’t step out of his clothes fast enough.  
Then, he stood before me, firm, fully nude.  His solid, muscled, olive tone there for me to admire.  His cock was rock hard and ready for me.  I savored the sight of him, feeling the fiery desire for him course through my veins.
Before I could think, he gripped both globes of my ass and lifted me and I instinctively wrapped my thighs around his waist.  He hadn’t entered me, but I could feel him.
Instead, he began kissing my neck, licking and sucking every inch trailing down to my collarbone.  When he could go no further because of my shirt, he kissed my mouth with a starving passion.  Good grief.  It left me panting.  I leaned in and kissed him desperately, caressing his tongue tenderly, but hungrily.  I felt like an animal, and it was exhilarating.  The passionate exchange lingered for some time until he finally pulled his lips away from mine.  I could feel how hard he’d grown just from the kiss.  His solid length pressed against my pubic bone and it made me want him that much more.
“You belong to me,” he spoke with a controlled yet authoritative calm.  It wasn’t a question.  It was a statement.
“Yes,” I moaned in a whisper.
“Yes, what?” He demanded.
“Yes, Sir.”
At that moment, he impaled me to the hilt.  I threw my head back and cried out as shocks of pleasure erupted throughout my body.  I felt my toes curl, with my legs wrapped around his waist as he held me firmly in place.
“I’m going to fuck you, Jillian.  Hard.”
My heart was a monster in my chest, roaring furiously as he instantly began pumping me with an intensity I didn’t know existed. Again, I threw my head back, overcome with pleasure as he drilled into me rampantly.
“Oh, F..ff.. Mason,” I cried out loudly as he took me without mercy.  
This wasn’t some sweet reunion; this was him unleashing something he’d been harboring for a long time.  
But fuck me, it felt amazing… Wow, I wouldn’t have thought something like that two months ago.
“That’s right, baby.  Take everything I give you.  Say my name,” he coaxed amidst his own pleasure.  He held me firmly against him, groaning into my ear.
“I love how you take me and fuck me,” I whispered, moaning as he took out all his frustrations on me. 
This only encouraged him and his pace picked up, not that I thought it was possible at this point.  I felt sore, but I wanted his claim on me.
The chains rattled, and the leather cuffs began to rub against my wrists.  Still, I wanted more.  He ground his cock deeply into me, putting pressure on my G-spot again, massaging me in ways that made me feel drunk with pleasure.  I lost myself, crying out loudly as my body convulsed in orgasm and I felt myself clench around him.  Still, he didn’t let up his pace.  He continued furiously.
A few minutes later, I felt his body tense and he growled in my ear as he released.  He gripped my ass harder, digging into my flesh as he came hard.  He held me for a moment as he came back down to earth, breathing heavily.  He kissed me deeply for a few moments, and then gently set me down.
Tenderly, he unclasped the cuffs and then massaged my arms and wrists as he locked his lips with mine again.  Then he withdrew and looked down at me, assessing me to know what I thought about all of this.  It didn’t surprise me  he had a kinky… I really didn’t know what to call this.  The room was large, the entire third floor.  There were leather benches and tables with cuffs built into them.  Chains were mounted into the walls.  There was a contraption that looked like a cross mounted on the far side of the wall, although at the moment I didn’t know what it was.  On the opposite end of the room there was a large, four-post bed with shackles built into the wood.  The decor was dark and sleek.  I blinked, trying to process everything.
So, this is what he meant when he said his apartment was better equipped.
“I never promised I was a saint, Jillian,” Mason finally spoke, looking down at me.
“I never accused you of it,” I answered breathlessly, still trying to process the scene, as well as the mind-blowing sex I’d just had with him. “I’m not surprised.”
“You’re not, at all?” He asked, quirking a dark brow at me.
“No.  I’m just not,” I answered. “Is this why you’ve held back from me?  You thought I’d be scared?”
He ran a hand through his hair lightly. “Not all women can handle this.  I had to know what you could and couldn’t take before I ever let you come up here.”
So many questions raced through my mind.  How long have you been into this?  What made you want this?  What made you decide I was worth bringing up here?
“Come with me,” he said as he took my hand.  He led me out of the room and back down to the second floor.
“What made you decide to bring me up there?” I finally asked, as he led me by the hand into the marbled bathroom.
He looked down at me as he pulled my t-shirt over my head.  There was a smirk on his face.  
“You let me take you hard and rough just before I left for Mumbai.  Instead of telling me to stop, you begged for more that night.  After, I worried I had hurt you, but when I called you the next morning, you seemed to want more.” He gave me a feral grin.
“I did,” I smiled up at him.
“Then I walked in on you pleasuring yourself.  My resolve went out the window.”
“Did you think about bringing me up there often?” I asked with a playful grin.  I was still on a high.  My thoughts and emotions were all over the place.
“All the damn time,” he answered. “Your brother had you so sheltered.  I never imagined you could handle me, though.”
“Travis was overprotective, but I’m not made of glass.”
“I can tell,” Mason grinned as he turned on the bath.  He was much more relaxed now, acting more human and less predatory.
I watched the bath water run as he picked up a glass jar from the shelf near the sink and poured some lavender scented crystals into the water.
“You’ll need a warm soak.  Your muscles aren’t used to what I’ve just done to you and you might be sore in the morning.”  He said this as he tested the foamy water. “The water is perfect.  It should relax your arms.”  
He kissed my lips chastely and then turned to exit the bathroom.
“Wait, you’re not joining me?” I asked, knowing I appeared crestfallen.  Why did he always bring me to the edge of passion only to leave me hanging over the cliff?  He kept me at arm’s length and it was hurting.
“I don’t bathe with women.” He responded in a clipped fashion.
“What about with me?  Just me, Mason.” 
He was quiet for a long time; His eyes flared as he stared down at me with a stormy expression.  A stone mask replaced the once-tender expression he held in his eyes.  I held my hand out to him and it was shaking slightly, possibly from the probability of rejection.
“Please.” It was all I said, and enough to make him break.  To my surprise and delight, he took my hand and guided me into the bath water.  He lowered himself into the foam and rested his head against the marbled ledge before he gently pulled me down to him.  I was cradled against him, nestled as he wrapped his arms around me.  
He kissed the nape of my neck as he rubbed my biceps with both hands.  I lay my head back against his chest and my heart felt so full.
“Jillian Pryor, I swear…” He whispered into my ear, but his voice trailed off.  It was as though he didn’t want to finish that sentence.
I took his hands in my own and held them to my lips, kissing them tenderly before he continued massaging my arms.  
He was so gentle and tender with me as though I wasn’t some outlet to be used solely for sex.  In that brief moment, I had a taste of what it would have been like if I was Mason’s love.  I already knew I was in love with him.  I knew this arrangement was going to leave me broken.  Shattered.  I tried not to dwell on it.  I wanted to live in the moment, and enjoy this precious time with him.  It was a fleeting moment which I’d keep with myself forever.  I wanted to pretend.
What if… 
 
****
 
That night with Mason was darkly magical.  Sadly, I didn’t see him again while his family remained in the city.  I had to wait for his calls, because my calls always went straight to voicemail.  When I texted him, I’d wait hours before I’d receive a response from him.  They were always vague and brief.  I tried to brush the hurt away.
You don’t know what he is dealing with, I reminded myself.
To my dismay, that was the one and only night Mason took me into his private floor of kinky bondage.  I’d had one incredible night with leather cuffs, chains and a steamy bath.  I didn’t realize then I wouldn’t see him for several days.
“When am I going to see you again?” I had asked once during a brief phone call from his office.
“Soon.” I could hear him grit his teeth.  
His voice was on edge and his body was wound tight again.  
“Once my father is finished auditing my production at the New York office, we’ll be clear.”   
If I didn’t already know Mason so well, I’d have been intimidated by him for sure.  I almost felt sorry for his office staff, but I felt worse for him.  What kind of family did he have that made him so callous and edgy during their once-a-year visit?  I wanted to hold him and comfort him, but I knew he would never let me.
Mason explained his family was staying in other rooms within his hotel, not actually staying within his penthouse.  This information made me feel even more like a dirty kept little secret.
“Why did you have to remove me from your penthouse?” I finally had a ballsy moment and asked him while he’d slipped away to call me one afternoon.  We were now going on day three now that we had not seen each other.  He only phoned me on occasion when nobody was around.
“Jill,” his voice warned.
“Mason, I’m just so confused.” My voice was soft.
“I’m protecting you.” He spoke so bluntly I believed him.
“You are safe at my other address.  Nobody will berate you or try to make you feel inferior.  You have everything you need and you can still ring Mrs. O’Malley if you need her to bring any money-”
“I need you.” I blurted this, and he fell silent.
“I have to go,” his voice was icy, conflicted and a bit hurried.
“I’ll see you as soon as I can.” Then he ended the call.
I stared at my phone with a heavy heart.  I was in deep, deep trouble.
I kept myself busy as best as I could.  I finished my assignments, prepared for two exams and had dinner with Elyse at our favorite Mexican restaurant.
On the fourth night of Mason’s absence, I sat in the living room with my text book.  Reruns of Seinfeld played on the television, providing background noise.  I laughed at some of the jokes that played on the television as I highlighted an entry in my text.  As background laughter erupted from the audience on the sitcom, I heard the front door open, close and lock.
Mason!  My heart jumped in my chest, elated.  I tossed my textbook aside and jumped off the sofa to greet him in the front room.
“You’re back!” I exclaimed softly as I darted into the front hall, but I stopped dead in my tracks.  My voice halted in my throat when I saw the gorgeous woman standing in front of the door.  
She was thin, dressed in a decadent emerald gown of silk and chiffon.  Diamonds sparkled around her throat and draped from her ears.  I could smell the gentle scent of her expensive perfume.  Her hair was styled to one side, sending a cascade of rich, black curls down the nape of her olive neck.  Her green eyes scrutinized me blatantly and a frown creased her face.
I felt my heart stop beating.  So many thoughts whirled through my mind at this second.  Here I was, standing in front of this woman in plaid pink pajama bottoms, bare feet and a white t-shirt, no bra.  My hair was bunched in a messy bun at the top of my head.  Alright, I wasn’t expecting Mason over this evening and I was studying for an exam, but still… I never felt more inferior in all of my life than I did at this very moment.
Who is this woman?  And why does she have a key?  Why does she look like she just stepped off the red carpet?  I finally exhaled shakily when I felt my face turn blue from lack of oxygen.
“Hi,” I finally said, finding my voice.  The woman continued to stare at me appraisingly and it was unbelievably strange and uncomfortable.
“I saw the gossip clippings from the newspaper,” she finally spoke in a flawless British accent. “I did not expect you to be so fat.”
What the hell?  
I stared down at my frame.  I wasn’t fat.  Sure I wasn’t extremely thin like she was, but Mason seemed to like what he saw…
“Meeting someone for the first time while they’re in their pajamas, studying for an exam is not a fair assessment.” I responded.
I was trying to mask my nerves, but the British tone and similar features told me everything: This is Mason’s sister, Zara.
“Still, I think it wouldn’t make much difference.” I watched the elegant woman carry herself with a decorum of grace as she left me standing there in the front hall and went into the kitchen.  She helped herself to an unopened bottle of red wine.
“Would you like a glass?” She asked me, apparently ignoring the fact she had not just insulted me and body shamed me.
“No, thank you,” I answered.  She barely acknowledged me as she poured herself a glass and sipped it.  Then she finally turned to me.
“Where is Mason?” I asked.
“He is still at the gala with our parents,” she answered, taking another long, healthy sip of wine.  She finished her glass and then refilled it halfway.
I tried to come up with a diplomatic way of asking why she was here, but there was no polite way around that question.
“Why are you here?” I asked.  Judging by the way she treated me, it wasn’t for pleasantries.
Her exotic green eyes darted toward me as she sipped her wine. “I’m here because my brother is a damn fool and we all know it.”
I felt an uncomfortable heat spread over my body; This was not the same type of heat I felt when Mason touched me.  At this very moment, I understood why Mason kept me hidden from his family.
“For the love of God, what does he see in you?” She asked aloud, taking another deep sip of wine.  She seemed to be asking that question in amazement, rather than to me directly.
“I wondered that myself,” I answered, feeling ashamed my opinion of myself felt so low at this point.
She crossed the kitchen and stood closer to me now.  Her frame towered over me, and she looked down at me with a hint of sympathy.  Or, perhaps that was my imagination playing tricks on me.
“You cannot love him, dear.” She spoke more softly this time. “He is our father’s only son.  There are big plans for him, and they do not involve you.  Surely you must understand this.  Loving you could cost him billions.  You wouldn’t want that for him, would you?”
She looked at me as she drained her second glass of wine.  Something told me this woman had a drinking problem.  Being in a family like the Woodwards, I can’t say I blame her.  Still, her words reached into my chest and yanked my heart out.  I was trying to piece together the weird shit she was saying to me.
“Mason doesn’t love me,” I responded curtly.
“Do you love him?” She asked me pointedly.
I could not answer that question, because the response was yes, but I couldn’t admit that to Zara Woodward of all people.  My silence told her everything and she smirked.  The smug expression was very familiar.
“You are mentioned in several pieces of gossip in the papers.  My father has been following Mason’s affairs-”
“Your father spies on Mason?” I interrupted her incredulously.
“Of course my father follows everything my brother does.  He is the firstborn and only son.  Do you realize how important that is to a family like mine?” Zara asked, but I picked up on a trace of jealousy in her choice of wording.
I said nothing, absorbing the incredible pressure Mason has been under all this time, all these years.  I honestly had no idea.
“Our family cannot be seen associating with people like you, dear.  Our worlds do not blend.”
Hot tears suddenly pricked my eyes.  Oh good grief, how embarrassing.  This could only drive her point home.  My watery eyes did not go unnoticed, and I saw Zara digging through her black silk clutch.
“You obviously mean something to my brother.  He’s never had a woman stay for longer than one night.  That’s why my father is willing to make an agreement with you.”
I blinked up at her through glassy eyes and she gave me a feigned smile as she produced a check.  She handed it to me and I looked at the number written on it.  My mouth dropped open as I saw the figure.  It was written to me, Jillian Pryor, and signed by Mason’s father.
“You can’t be serious,” I breathed hoarsely.
“My father is very serious.  His plans for my brother cannot and will not include you. What could you possibly contribute to our family?  However, my father is generous and will provide you with enough to buy your own apartment, pay off your student debts, and live comfortably… away from Mason.  You will not lay eyes on Mason.  He’ll be nothing more than a distant memory the moment you cash this check.”
I looked at the obscene amount of money written on the check.  Two million dollars.
“It shouldn’t be such a painful decision for a girl in your… standing.  Besides, you already confessed my brother doesn’t love you.  Mason is not capable of loving anyone. Consider yourself fortunate.”
I shook my head, unable to believe any of this.
“Think about it, dear.  You have five days to decide, and then my father will void the check if it is not cashed before then.  But once you cash the check, you are agreeing to stay away from my brother.  And you’ll not say a word of this to Mason.  Do you understand?  My father will know if you do, and you won’t want my father angry.  Trust me.” Her green eyes flared in a serious warning. “He’s a very powerful man.  He has plenty of resources.” She nodded curtly.
My throat tightened.  They were trying to buy me out.  I didn’t understand this.  Without wishing me good night, Zara abandoned the empty wine glass on the polished countertop and left the apartment.  I stood there, numb and dazed for what felt like hours.
I went upstairs to my bedroom and paced back and forth as I stared at the check.  So much has been made perfectly clear to me after that encounter.  Mason was protecting me from his family; he wasn’t just hiding me to keep me as a dirty secret.
He’d spoken the truth.  I understood why he was so rigid and so angry when he’d returned from Mumbai.  I understood why he was so disconnected and seemingly cruel at times after phone conferences with his father.  It was no wonder Mason had no faith in people.
I thought about the years he spent at my family’s apartment.  I thought about his affection, his charming grin, and all the times he’d saved me from my problems.
My lower lip trembled as I thought about Mason.  Angrily, I tore the check in half and then stuffed it into the bottom of my designer bag.  NO. NO. NO.  I grabbed fistfuls of my own hair furiously.
Should I tell Mason about this?  I couldn’t… I was afraid of what could happen.  I didn’t know how dangerous his father was.  I didn’t want to find out the hard way, but I was not going to be bought out like some whore.  Mason was worth more than that to me.  I picked up my phone.  I needed to hear his voice, but I faltered.  If he’s with them, they’ll know if I call him.  Was this only bluff?  The bribery was obviously serious, but was the warning all a bluff?  
I’d never read about Mason’s father committing any crimes. After opening my laptop, I typed “James Woodward” into the search engine and then clicked on the first link I found. There was no documentation he’d made threats or been arrested for anything.  After spending hours of research, I discovered Mason’s father, James Alexander Woodward, was as clean as a whistle according to public records.  The newspaper articles published online spoke very highly of him.  He contributed to various charities and organizations.
I sucked on my lower lip, feeling a little better.  Perhaps I could just brush this off as an incidental run-in with his sister and leave it at that.  I was grateful they lived on an entirely different continent.  I couldn’t wait to see Mason again.  I needed to feel his embrace, his grip.  Nothing made me feel safer than his commanding tone and his firm hold on me.  I took a hot shower to calm my nerves and then retreated to bed for the night.
 
****
 
The fifth day came and went.  I wondered if I’d receive any sort of warning phone call or visit, but nothing happened.  Nothing happened at all; It’s as if I imagined the whole encounter, except I still had the evidence of the check buried at the bottom of my bag.  I didn’t know then that Mason would be in and out of New York for the next two weeks.  Once his family left New York, I was relocated back to his penthouse on Fifth Avenue.  
  Between trips to London, where he was required to meet with his father, and a long stay in Vegas to finalize plans for his newest hotel, I rarely saw him.  As the days rolled on, the night with Mason in his apartment on West 87th Street began to feel more like a distant fantasy, and not reality.  When I did hear from him, he was even more disconnected.
Did this have something to do with what his sister told me?  The more time he spent away, the more lost he seemed.  I needed to see him.  I missed him.  
When I did see him again, it wasn’t the reunion I anticipated.  The man I bathed with was long gone, replaced by the arctic mask of a man who was as cold as ice.  I still clung to moment we shared in the tub, and the memory of the man he truly is- but I was also tired of his shenanigans.  Whether it was in his office on company grounds or in his penthouse, our times together had become fewer and farther between.  He’d snuffed out any flame between us.  I cursed myself for still loving him, for wanting Mason to return to me.  I had to do something, but what?  Don’t try to fix him, I admonished myself.  I don’t want to fix him- I just want him back.  He needs to know I care about him.
 
****
 
“Turn around and put your hands on my desk, Jillian.  I’m going to take you now,” He said to me one afternoon when I visited his office.  
There was a fiery blaze deep within my chest.  It was enough to make my skin hot with flush and my heart pound rampantly within my chest.  His strong hands spun me around so I was facing his desk, ready to be bent over the polished surface.
I was done being the good girl who did as she was told.  It got me nowhere.  What’s the worst that can happen at this point?
In a bold move, I whirled around and grabbed his tie fiercely.  My fingers wrapped around the chocolate silk and yanked hard.  The expression in his light brown eyes was priceless.  His jaw locked and his eyes flashed wildly.
“What are you going to do now, bad boy?  Send me away?” I asked in a cool, sweet tone.  My actions caught him off guard as much as they surprised me. “I’m having difficulty with this up-and-down, back-and-forth, hot-and-cold.  It makes me feel rebellious.” 
His tie was still in my grasp as my eyes locked with his in a heated stare. “It makes me feel very naughty.” My hands tugged harshly and pulled him into a deep kiss.
I backed him against the edge of his office chair and the knot in his jaw clenched.
“Good God, woman.” He breathed, evidently struggling with this power play.  Without another word, he grabbed my hips and hoisted me against his waist.  We fell into a heap in his leather chair.  There was nothing but heat between us, a crackling, hot blaze as our lips enveloped and tongues entwined.  His hands were in my hair, tugging as he still claimed his control, despite my defiance.
He growled when I loosened his tie, and draped it over my shoulders.  Fueled by the heat of this moment, I furiously pulled at his shirt and ripped it.  My fingers ran up and down the warm muscles in his toned chest.  This man unleashed something untamed within me and I was reveling in it.  I pushed him against the highback of the chair and he unraveled.  My silk blouse fell in pieces around me as he tore it from my body.  My skirt bunched around my waist as he gripped my thighs with both hands.  The expression on his face was purely carnal, exquisite sexual fury.
With a fierce tug, Mason pulled my satin panties aside and massaged me.  The fire in his eyes was wicked as he stroked me.  I rubbed myself against his hands, desperate for more friction.
“You’re such a wet, dirty, greedy thing.” He whispered raggedly, then pulled my hair back severely so he could trail his lips down the front of my throat. His lips never left the skin of my neck. His free hand loosened his belt as he whispered against my ear. 
“Now be a good girl and please me.” 
His cock stood hard and straight as he gripped my hips and lifted me.  In one solid thrust he drove into me completely.  My gasp was a sharp shudder of breath as my forehead fell against his shoulder. 
He was relentless as he bounced me up and down, as though I was weightless.  He mercilessly hit my sweet spot and it wasn’t long before I cried out his name over and over as I came around his cock.  He followed right behind, groaning in my ear, gripping my hair and my ass at the same time.  Even after we calmed our rampant breathing, we remained in this position- connected, deeply aware of one another.  He wasn’t in a hurry to put on a new shirt and resume his work, and I relished the closeness.
Before I visited Mason’s office,  I had a plan in mind. March 4th is his birthday and that topic was at the forefront of my thoughts before the heat between us was rekindled in his office chair.  Years ago, when he and Travis were still good friends, my mom and I would bake him a yellow cake with chocolate whipped cream.  For dinner, we’d make him lasagna with meatballs.  It was his favorite and it was the only thing he ever asked from us.  How can a girl forget making this combination in a tiny Brooklyn apartment year after year?  I was scheming, excited about my plans for him.
“What’s your work schedule like tomorrow?” I asked as I watched him button up a crisp, new white shirt, which contrasted handsomely with his olive skin. He fastened his pants and replaced the buckle before he answered.
“Nothing in particular.  I have a lunch meeting with some investors who are interested in my hotel chain,” he answered, smoothing his black hair. “It’s supposed to snow pretty heavily tomorrow night, according to the forecast and I’d rather be home before it arrives.”
I watched him as I made myself presentable.  I was fishing to see if he had made any plans for his birthday.  True, the forecasters were calling for heavy snow, so maybe he wasn’t dancing around the possibility people either forgot or they showed lack of interest.  I thought about Mason’s family at that moment, and a chill ran up my spine as I remembered the encounter with his sister. 
“Why do you ask?” He looked at me warily as he pulled his navy suit jacket over his shoulders.
I tried to force the memory of his sister and the check far from my mind as I looked up at Mason.
“I was watching the news this morning and they mentioned the snow.  I just wanted to make sure you’d get home safely,” that was the truth, but I wasn’t about to tell him the real reason for asking.  I gave him a sweet smile, which I hoped was convincing enough. 	
I saw the faint trace of a smirk on his face as he shook his head. “I do need to get ready for a meeting I have in ten minutes.”
He looked at me with a different light in his eyes this time, then he smoothed my hair and kissed my lips.  I reached up and pulled him by the collar down to my level and continued the kiss.  His secretary buzzed his desk to remind him about a meeting waiting for him in the conference room, and it was the only reason we finally tore ourselves away from each other.



Chapter 12
 
Mason
 
 
 
The panoramic view of my office was a dismal sight.  The sky was a stormy gray, which precisely matched my mood.  Elizabeth had a box of cupcakes from a gourmet bakery delivered to the office, despite my distaste for celebrating my birthday.  It was a nice gesture, nonetheless. What I really wanted for my birthday was Jillian Pryor in my apartment on West 87th Street, bound and begging for my cock.  
She’d been quiet in the last 24 hours, only saying she had a lot of homework and plans with her friend, Elyse.  I’d been the one pushing her away, but I couldn’t shake the memory of her last visit to my office. The tenacious, sexy-as-fuck glint in her eyes as she yanked my tie was permanently seared into my mind. The sexy purr in her voice as she taunted me made my cock hard every time I recalled the scene. 
The steaming connection between us had to be snuffed.  I’d known it all along, but the thought of my life without Jilian caused the hole in my chest to ache uncomfortably.  The reality of the situation came to me in a sudden epiphany when I’d sat down to dinner with my family in London.  There happened to be an empty chair beside mine in the dining hall.  I couldn’t stop glancing at the chair, thinking Jillian should be sitting in that seat. 
When I looked up and found my family, as well as Mr. and Mrs. Meadows staring at me like a brood of vipers, it only confirmed to me Jillian would never fit into this picture.  They’d eat her alive.  The realization sent a wave of cold emptiness down to my stomach and I knew what had to be done.  I had to keep the arrangement in check, and maintain some distance between us.
The most concerning part of this was my urge to protect her, to wrap my arms around her and feel my body pressed warmly against hers in the bed.  This strong desire to keep her safe threw a wrench into my original plans to use her for revenge.  She could never know about these plans, and I began to wonder if I’d truly be exhausted of her in only a month and a half, when our contract would end.  The entire plan had already blown up in my face.  I wanted her and not simply because there was contract in place.  Whenever I encountered a hellish moment, it was Jillian who I wanted to confide in.  Knowing this created a deep void in my heart.
I pulled my mobile from the pocket of my suit, dialed her number, and held the phone to my ear.  She answered immediately.
“Well, hello there,” she answered in a sweetly sultry tone.  I could almost see the smile on her face and her voice was soothing.
“Hello, beautiful,” I responded. “I just wanted to remind you that you can ask Mrs. O’Malley for my Amex card at any time.  I think you’d enjoy a shopping trip.”
Jill was quiet on the phone, then she chuckled, “You’re so silly.  I still have clothes with the tags on them.”
This was the second time she’d rejected my offer for a shopping spree.  No woman has ever turned down my credit card in the past.  Except Jillian Pryor.
“Ask him to come have Mexican with us!” I heard a female voice speak in the background.  I piqued a brow.
“Elyse says hi,” Jillian spoke to me. “She thinks you should come out to eat with us on Friday.”
For a few seconds, I thought back to how this would have greatly annoyed me only a few weeks ago, but I was interested in meeting this friend who occupied Jill’s time.  Then a thought occurred to me.
“Actually, my cousin, Jackson, is hosting a masquerade in New Rochelle.  I’d like you to be my date.” With everything going on in the last month, I’d completely forgotten about the invitation until this moment.  Jillian was quiet.  I’m certain she was shocked by my invitation.
“Oh… I had plans with Elyse though,” she answered hesitantly.
“Oh please.  I’ll be fine.” I heard Elyse in the background.  
“Tell your friend we can take a rain check on the Mexican dinner, and I’ll ring my cousin to say we’re bringing Elyse.
“Really?” Jillian seemed delightfully shocked.  “Wow, ok, thanks Mason.”
“I’ll see you tonight at six,” I said just as my assistant paged my office phone, and I ended the call immediately.
“Mr. Woodward?”
“Yes Elizabeth?”
“Your father is on the line.”
There goes my brightened mood.  I picked up the receiver and punched a button.  I knew he was calling to scold me about something.  What have I done wrong now?
“Good afternoon, dad.”
“Son, what the hell am I looking at in the society pages of the New York Times?”
I gripped the receiver so tightly, I’m surprised it didn’t crack within my grasp. “I don’t know, dad, what are you looking at?”
“There’s been bits of gossip about you traipsing around with some gold-digging whore.  Are you trying to anger me?” He roared into the phone.
I closed my eyes briefly.  Before Jillian, my father was the only being on the planet whom I could not exude control over.
“You read the society pages all the way from London?  I’m impressed.” 
“Mason Alexander Woodward, stop dicking around in my company or you’ll be out on your arse.  I don’t want to see another mention about this trollop.  Our family has an understanding you will marry Aislinn Meadows.  You’ll keep it in your pants and save it for your future wife.”
My jaw clenched.  Aislinn Fucking Meadows.  The girl was as prissy and flowery as her name.  She is the sole heir to her father’s banking enterprise, and our union would make us one of the most powerful families in Europe.  Miss Priss would never be able to handle me.  
I thought about the woman who waited at my penthouse every night.  The girl who listened to Lynyrd Skynyrd, my favorite band, and enjoyed when I pounded her rough and hard from behind.  She was wrong for me on so many levels, but those levels are also what made her perfect.  Mine.  My heart leapt when I thought about Jillian. 
“You already swore Zara cannot handle such an enterprise,” I spoke sardonically, mentioning my sister. “I have no brother and you know I strike deals for you left and right.  You’re going to toss me out because of one woman?”
“Reputation and status is everything to our family.  How do you think we’ve managed to stay on top of the food chain for centuries?  Why do you think I married your mother?  You have no future with this nobody.  You cannot throw away our family legacy for this bitch.  I’m serious about this, son.  I won’t think twice about putting you out and naming Jackson Rochester my sole heir.  He is my beloved sister’s only son, after all.  You’ll be out of billions before you can bat a lash.  Let’s see how much the whore will hang on to you then.”
Considering she keeps turning down my shopping sprees, just fine I think.  I kept that thought to myself.
“Well, dad, this has been lovely, but I have a follow-up meeting,” I lied.  I ended the call before he could say another word.  I sat, gripping the armrest of my desk chair, my fingers tapping angrily.  I wanted to break something, punch someone.
I hadn’t felt this angry since… six years ago.  Feeling my temper flare, I hit the Do Not Disturb button on my office phone.
I sat and thought quietly, tapping my pen on on my polished desk.  Jackson Rochester is Piper’s twin brother.  Born and raised in New York, he usually wants nothing to do with our family, and I don’t blame him a damn bit. I see Piper often, but Jackson is a real estate tycoon who often secludes himself in his own work.  
The fact that he’s even hosting a party on Friday floors me.  I don’t doubt for a second that my father would disinherit me and hand over the reigns to Jackson.  The act would be done to spite me, which is the very reason why I’ve developed my own thriving hotel franchise.  My father seems to forget that I have my own income, independent of his company.  He sure as hell didn’t support my venture when it first began at the young age of twenty-two.  Now I’ll soon be opening a third hotel in Las Vegas, right on the strip.  I’m prepared if it ever comes down to being disowned.  Why the hell did I spend so much time with the Pryors during those happier years?  I don’t need to spell it out.  They did for me what my family never did… until Jill’s bastard brother betrayed me.
 
****
 
My father called twice more that afternoon, but each time I had “stepped out” as I kindly told my secretary to inform him.  He turned to my mobile, which had to be shut off.  I turned it on around five pm to inform Mrs. O’Malley to have a bottle of Macallan waiting for me in my home office and something soft, classical playing from the entertainment room.  On days like this, I usually required either Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata or Chopin’s Nocturnes.  I needed to unwind, and the combination of good whiskey and calming classical pieces removed the edge from my temper.  I couldn’t even trust myself around Jill at this moment; It was a good thing she had plans out with Elyse.
“Good evening, Mr. Woodward.” I gave a stiff smile to Gus as I entered the elevator in my hotel lobby.  He seemed a little jittery from the tension radiating off my body.  I had that effect on people, especially on days when dealing with my father.
“Happy birthday,” he said as the bell chimed, signaling the golden doors that would open into my foyer.
I wish people would stop saying that bullshit, but instead I gave another tight lipped smile. 
“Thanks.”
As soon as the elevator doors opened, my nose was greeted with the rich smell of… something I hadn’t experienced in years.  The lights were dimmed in the penthouse, just as I instructed Mrs. O’Malley to leave it.  I wanted something soft to be played from the entertainment room, but there was no such thing happening.  Instead, I could make out the faint notes of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Tuesday’s Gone” wafting down the hall from Jill’s room.
What. The. Fuck.
I didn’t know whether to be pissed or intrigued as deja vu washed over me.  I recalled how her bedroom stereo used to fill their small apartment with the lyrics of my favorite bands.  Our favorite bands.  I walked into the dining room, where I noticed candles lit on the long table.  There was a chocolate cake and a lasagna.  My heart fucking clenched in my chest.  Jillian.
“Happy Birthday,” she said softly from the doorway.
I smiled wryly, as I still surveyed the spread she’d prepared. “I see you found my credit card.”
“No, I used money from my last paycheck from the Sloanes. I used my own money.”
I finally turned to face her.  The smirk on my face disappeared when my eyes fell on her.  She wore her frames, and her wild hair spilled down her shoulders.  She wore nothing more than one my silk button-downs, partially opened, and nothing more. The blood rushed to my cock.
God, I love this girl.  My breath suddenly froze when that thought struck me.
Shit.  I couldn’t love her.  I was incapable of loving anyone.  That ship sailed long ago.
Her eyes were bright as she looked up at me.  Smiling, sucking on her bottom lip.  She looked damn sexy as hell in nothing but my shirt. 
Nothing in my life compares to what this woman has done to me.  For me.  I’d had so much pressure from my family, from my corporate reputation, from my quest for revenge…
“Oh, fuck it all,” I said sharply, gripping her fiercely and pinning her to the wall.
I inhaled the scent of her lavender shampoo.  She grabbed the stiff collar of my shirt and pulled me down to her lips.  I devoured her mouth, kissing her with more intensity than I knew I had within me.  Her tongue eagerly caressed mine as she wrapped her arms around me and stroked the back of my neck with her fingers.  My lips left hers and trailed down the nape of her neck to her shoulders as I tore the shirt from her body.  Buttons flew in all directions but I was much too focused on the gorgeous sight in front of me.  With no panties, she stood nude before me. Her supple breasts and glistening pussy were bare just for me.
I grabbed her round ass with both hands and hoisted her, with her body still pressed against the wall.  Her legs wrapped around my waist as she kissed my mouth and trailed kisses down my neck.  I felt the soft moans escape her lips as I firmly pressed my groin against her bare heat.
“Mason…” she breathed into my ear and I felt myself unravel more.  She is perfection.
I paused in our passion long enough to look into her eyes.  She deserved so much more than this.  She deserved the thing I should have given her from the start.



Chapter 13
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
“The lasagna will get cold,” I whispered as he looked into my eyes.  I was confused by that look in his eyes as he seemed to debate something in his head.  He still held me pinned to the wall, grasping the cheeks of my ass.
He’d ruined me for all other men, and deep down, I was scared.  I’d tried so hard to abide by his warning: Don’t get attached to me.  I recalled the stormy glare he gave me the first and only time I asked him to stay in the bed with me, how I cried myself to sleep that night.  
It felt like he’d shoved a knife into my chest and twisted.  Hard.  After that, I focused on my school work, my time with Elyse, and the shallow stipulations of his contract requirements.  I was frustrated and worried about the impact of having a broken heart after the three months were over. Sometimes, a decision doesn’t seem so bad until the gravity of the situation settles in.  My nerves made me bold in his office when I pulled his tie fiercely.  I discovered a new side to myself that day, and he needed to see it.
I was in love with him; I knew it since Netflix night, and it terrified me.  But, I could keep that bottled up for only so long…Then there was the night he’d caught me pleasuring myself to him.  I still panted at the mere thought of that night. 
“We can warm it later,” he growled into my ear, referring to the birthday dinner I’d prepared.  He tore me away from the wall and carried me out of the dining room, cradling me with both arms.  I’d felt so excited, so thrilled all day about surprising him for his birthday.  I didn’t know why at this moment I was so nervous.  He carried me past the living room, past the kitchen, past my bedroom.  That’s when my heart really accelerated.  Where is he taking me? 
He set me down on my feet just in front of the locked door to his own private master suite.  I heard a tiny set of keys jingle as he fished them from the inside of his suit jacket.  He unlocked the door and brought me inside.  My head was spinning.  He never brought anyone in here.  He claimed this was his own personal sanctuary, free of the scent of women.
“Mason-” He interrupted me with a deep, sensuous kiss.  
His arms wrapped around me tightly, holding me against his body as his tongue massaged my mouth.  Oh, wow…  Good thing he was holding me, because my legs were jelly.  I felt the breath sucked from my lungs as he consumed my mouth with such expertise.  
Suddenly, he scooped me up again and tossed me onto his large four-post bed.  I landed softly on my back with an oomph.  My breasts bounced wildly from the impact of the mattress and I watched him enjoy the view of my splayed body on his mattress.  The silk button down was nearly falling off one shoulder, and my breasts were fully exposed to him.
I saw the all-consuming desire on his face.  He lacked the usual predatory mask he’d worn.  The look on his face was something else.  There was a softness in his eyes, a look in his eyes I had only seen rarely, in fleeting moments over the last two months.
He moved to the side of the bed, where I lay, looking up at him bewildered.  I couldn’t complain.  I never dreamed he’d actually take me into his room.  He gazed down at me, loosening his navy striped tie.  Then he undid his crisp button-down while I watched, admiring the sight before me.  
My heart roared in my chest, feeling a mixture of adrenaline, pure bliss and heated tingles wash over my core.  When he unbuckled his belt and unfastened his pants, I sat up, prepared to follow instructions.  I leaned forward to take him into my mouth, but he held out a hand and grasped my arm. 
“No,” he spoke softly. “Not right now.”
He let his pants drop to his ankles.  His huge length stood up stiff, hard and straight.  He moved on top of me and gazed down at me, sliding a single finger down my lips, to the nape of my neck and my collarbone.  
I sighed deeply, at the heat of his touch.  I felt his hardened, thick length pressed firmly against my thigh as he kissed me deeply, tenderly, softly.  His tongue lapped at mine like never before.  When he pulled away, I took the opportunity to trail kisses down his neck, spreading my thighs for him.  This was confusing, but felt so good.
“Ohh Mason,” I moaned softly as he took a hardened, pink nipple between his lips and pulled with his teeth.  My body arched slightly beneath his.
“What do you want me to do, Master?” I asked, accustomed to his particular way of taking me.
He looked down at me.  His light brown eyes glinted with specks of gold and green.  He trailed two fingers down my lips to silence me before he returned to my breast, sucking and marking each one in turn.  My breath shuddered as I closed my eyes.
“I’m going to make love to you tonight, Jillian,” he stated calmly, in a silky smooth voice.
My heart palpitated fiercely in my chest.  He’s going to make love to me?  Everything I was thinking was a blur as I tried to process this.  I could only run my hands through his hair, and rake my fingers up and down his back.  His mouth licked and nipped down my stomach in such an agonizingly slow fashion.
“Spread your legs,” he finally said in a husky voice.  I could feel his breath on my most sensitive, heated flesh.  I obeyed, eager, ready, anticipating.
Without a single warning, he lapped at my warm juices.  I gasped as his tongue brushed over my swollen clit.  His tongue trailed in delicious circles, sending tingles up to my core.  The pattern of his tongue was slow and sensual, paying attention to every detail of my needy body.
“Oh Mason.  Mason,” I mewled as my body writhed against his face.  His tongue penetrated my tightness repeatedly in a rapid manner that made me throb.
“Mm, this is the sweetest pussy I’ve ever had,” he whispered. “I own this.” He cupped me and I felt a fresh wave of liquid heat pool down there.  My body stirred wildly as ripples of pleasure shook me.  My back arched and he grabbed my hips, pressing his face firmly into my soaking folds, lapping every bit of my juices.
I moaned and whimpered, clenching the pillow as his tongue circled my clit amidst my climax.
“Oh… my…” I felt like the room was spinning from the immense pleasure he’d just given me.  
I needed a minute, or several, to come back down from that intense orgasm.  I looked down at him, and his gaze pierced me.  There was a smug grin on his handsome face, which was glistening from my moisture.
He shifted his position to climb on top of me, slowly teasing my body with feather-light kisses in a path leading from my inner thighs, to my hip bones, my stomach, my breasts.
Wow.  My need for him was impossibly heady at this point.
“Mason…” I whimpered in a begging manner.  I saw the faint smirk on his lips.
“Yes, my Jilly Bean?”
I sighed softly.  My heart soared at the endearing way he said my nickname.
“I want you,” I breathed, treasuring the way he looked down on me.  He spread my legs further with his thighs as he positioned himself more firmly against me.  The tip of his shaft pressed against my slit.
My hands moved up and down his back, before moving up his neck.  My fingers raked through his hair, and he closed his eyes briefly.  Truly, it looked as though the weight of the world had left his shoulders.  His muscles visibly relaxed as my fingers caressed his scalp.
“Well, since tonight is about you…” He said softly, kissing my lips, then my nose and forehead.
“What do you mean?” I asked, planting lush kisses down his neck and shoulders, enjoying the signature scent of his that enveloped me.
He looked down at me with the most tender, affectionate expression in his eyes.
“You.  It’s been you all this time.” He spoke in a whispered tone.
I blinked, and then smiled as I stroked his face, praying this wasn’t a cruel, teasing dream.  My thoughts were interrupted when he suddenly plunged deeply into me.  I let out a deep groan as he drove to the hilt.  My fingers gripped his scalp and a fire ignited in his eyes when I pulled his hair like this.
“I’m sorry,” I quickly apologized.  My hands were typically bound behind my back or above my head.  I didn’t know I’d react this way, but the smoldering gaze in his eyes was enough to set me on fire.
“Don’t be,” he growled as he rammed into me, pulled out, then slammed against my tight walls.  
I cried out loudly.  My fingers pulled on his hair, then raked down his back.  I didn’t even know what I was doing as I spread streaks across his skin.  This only magnified his tempo.  His lips met mine as his pace shook my entire body.  The harsh slapping sounds of skin against skin filled the bedroom as his balls slammed against the apex of my thighs at a furious pace.
“Oh, Jill…” He groaned into my ear.  
He breathed heavily against my neck as he fueled our pleasure.  Then, he suddenly shifted, pulled out and I sighed with objection.  Moving to his knees, he grabbed my hips and lifted my ass up before ramming back into me.  Jolts of pleasure spread all over my core.
“Oh, yes… Mason, yes,” I gasped, whimpered and moaned all at the same time.  He’d never taken me from this angle and it felt incredible.  I felt him move deeply inside me, giving me exactly what I needed.  With the force of his movement, I felt my breasts bounce wildly.  Quickly, I went to control them by covering them with my hands.
“No,” he ordered calmly. “Take your hands away.  I want to see you.  All of you.”
I removed my hands and grasped the dark blue duvet tightly, watching him watch me.  His eyes were hooded, lustful, yet filled with affection.
Then he suddenly picked up his pace, drilling me madly.  I felt another build-up within me, pleasure spiking from deep within my body with every pump of his cock.
With a sharp whimper, I couldn’t contain myself anymore and I cried out in ecstasy as he gave me yet another profound orgasm.  Sensual ripples gave me shudders, but still he kept up his pace.  As I clenched around him, he growled, gripping my hips with intensity.
“Oh, God I love you…” I exclaimed, still high on my post-climactic sensations.  Then I looked up at him and tensed, realizing what I’d said. “I mean, I love the way you make me feel.”
I didn’t know if he heard me.  He leaned forward, shifting his position, and continued pounding me as he rocked the entire king size bed.  I could feel he was close as he tensed.  Then with a deep groan, he plunged into me deeply one last time and came.
Breathing heavily, he lay his head on my heaving chest.  His face was glistening with perspiration, but I didn’t care.  I raked my fingers through his damp hair.  We lay like this for quite a long time.  He stayed inside me and kept his head resting on my breasts.  He pulled me from a half-sleep state sometime later.
He kissed my forehead and then spoke softly. “I need food.”
I grinned.  We still had his birthday dinner sitting on the dining table.
“I’ll warm the lasagna in the oven for a bit,” I smiled and nuzzled his nose.  He grinned, and my heart swelled when he didn’t pull away.
“Thank you,” he kissed my lips softly.
“For what?”
“Everything.”  
It was a simple response, but it was then he slid off the bed and held his hand out for me to join him.
I wore his rumpled button-down.  It smelled delicious, like him. We returned downstairs.  He was wearing plaid pajama bottoms and a white crewneck t-shirt.  Yummy.
I felt his smirk on my ass as I bent over to warm the dish in the oven for a few minutes.  I looked over my shoulder as I placed the dish into the oven.
“Keep that pose and I’ll take you right here and now on the island,” Mason warned.
“I couldn’t risk burning your meal,” I gave a coy grin and straightened.  He grinned darkly down at me, but there was also affection on his face.
We ate at the small round kitchen table. 
“Damn, I missed this,” he said as he enjoyed the lasagna.  I grinned.
“Make this for me more often… and the meatloaf,” he instructed as he cleaned his plate.  Then his light brown eyes looked up at me. “Please.”
I gave a mocking scoff. “Mason Woodward says please?  Gossip for the century.”  
I was so amused by how much he enjoyed my mom’s lasagna and meatloaf.  I remembered the first time he’d seen my mom take a meatloaf out of the oven.  He tried to be polite, but his face looked green.
“Easy, Ms. Pryor,” Mason smirked as I looked at him smugly.
“I’d ask if you want your cake now, but you just had two slices of lasagna,” I snickered as I went to clear his plate, but he grabbed my wrist.
“Save it for later.  I’m going to lick cake off your delicious body.” His grin was wolfish.  
I caught my breath and his eyes flared when the desire on my face was clearly written.  He carried me back up the stairs to his bedroom, and I had to pinch myself to be sure this wasn’t just another dream.  
 
****
 
The room was still dark when I awoke the next morning.  I’d slept more deeply than I ever had before.  My legs and my lower region ached deliciously and it certainly wasn’t anything to complain about.  I stretched out softly, and suddenly felt Mason behind me.  He groaned into his pillow and wrapped his large arm around my middle, pulling me tightly against him.  Then, I remembered: I was in Mason’s bed.  His sanctuary.  Would he still consider this his sanctuary?  Would he regret this decision?
“You’re thinking too much,” I heard him mutter from behind me.  My body had become stiff in those few seconds of second-guessing his decision.
He pressed his cock into the crevice of my ass.  He was hard, thick and long as he pressed against me.  Sparks of electric heat travel down to the apex of my thighs and I feel my nipples harden.  
I felt his fingers travel all over my body, sensually exploring every curve of my breasts, the round arch of my hips, the roundness of my ass.  My breathing shook slightly.
“Relax,” he coaxed softly in my ear as he brushed my wild waves away from my neck and planted tender kisses down to the nape.  
“That was the best night of my life.” He whispered into the nape of my neck.
I felt the tension melt away as his fingers caressed my shoulders.  I must have known beneath the money-hungry, arrogant facade of a businessman, there could be something sweet, tender.  I felt so safe, cared for.  My Mason is back.  
He never answered me last night when I slipped up and said I loved him, but his actions told me so much more than words.  He’d taken me into the one place he swore he’d never take any woman.
I rolled over to face him and kissed down his broad chest, lightly nipping at each of his nipples.  He sucked in a breath and gripped my hair tightly in a fist.
“Bloody hell, Jillian.  What have you done to me?” He let out a husky moan as I planted light, lapping kisses down his torso.  
I looked up at him, and saw the fire in his eyes.  He was struggling with control.  He always needed to be the one in charge and in this moment, I felt like the vixen.  I climbed over his body and straddled him, trying to tame the mussed, wild hair that spilled everywhere.
The fire was blazing in his gaze as he looked up at me.  Without a word, he gripped my hips, lifted me up and then impaled me on his raging cock.
“Oh, Mason!”  I exclaimed.  The man only gave a smug grin.
“Shh, my darling.  Mrs. O’Malley will hear you.”  
My darling?  The thought was fleeting as the pleasure overwhelmed my body.
I gasped, not realizing it was late enough that she’d already began her household duties. I pursed my lips, and struggled to maintain my noise level as Mason began pistoning into me at a steady pace.  His thrusts were deep, long, hard.  Controlled.  
I threw my head back, fighting the urge to cry out as he hit every sensitive nerve in my slick channel.  I steadied my gaze on him, sucking on my lower lip, and moved my hands up and down his chest as he continued the pace.  He suddenly grabbed my wrists.  His eyes still held that fiery blaze as he looked up at me.
“You might be on top, darling, but I’m the one in control.” His voice was calm, commanding.  He suddenly picked up the rhythm to a frenzied pace, bucking his hips as he drilled into me.
“Oh, God.  Mason!” I lost myself in this moment and gave a loud moaning whimper.  My body was close.  I only needed a few more sharp, deep thrusts.  He gave it to me, hard, quick, mercilessly.  I felt the pressure build and then explode around his large length.  I cried out loudly, calling his name over and over again.  He let go of my wrists and pulled me down to him, cupping his hand over my mouth.  I moaned against his palm as he continued his hard thrusting.
After a few minutes, he couldn’t hold back and he reached his peak.  He grabbed my shoulders and gripped hard, pulled me down onto his cock as he let go deep within me.  He kept me grasped by my shoulders; my hair fell over his face as he breathed hard.
“I doubt I’ll need to hit the gym this morning,” he grinned as he gently slid me off him. “Unfortunately I need to get ready for work.  As it is, I’m running late.”  
He took me into the shower with him, and we took turns washing each other.  I enjoyed the aromatic smell of his masculine body wash, but we had to keep the shower quick since he was already running late by fifteen minutes.
Mrs. O’Malley had mirth in her eyes as she greeted us in the kitchen.  I felt my face become hot and red, knowing why she seemed to be smiling to herself.  Mason seemed either oblivious or he didn’t care as she handed him his stainless steel mug of coffee and a toasted whole wheat bagel which had been wrapped in brown paper.  Without shame, he kissed me goodbye before leaving for the office.  The kiss was deep, tender.
“I’ll see you tonight,” he said to me, and then turned to his housekeeper. “Have a nice day, Mrs. O’Malley.”
“Good day, dear.” She waved with affection.  
I made myself a cup of coffee and grabbed a cereal bar from the cupboard and slinked away to my guest bedroom, hoping to evade any commentary or questions about what she’d seen and heard from us that morning.



Chapter 14
 
Jilly Bean
 
 
 
My heart was bursting when I entered my bedroom.  I fell back on my bed with a huge smile on my face, daydreaming and fantasizing like a ridiculous schoolgirl.  I couldn’t stop thinking about Mason.  He’d opened up to me, let me see past his icy guise.  By mid-morning, I received a text message from him.
Mason:  I’m going to pick you up at seven tonight.  Wear something nice.
I was beaming.  He’d never taken me out in public except to get books and pay my fees at NYU.
I sent him a reply instantly:  Where are you taking me?
His reply was evasive.
Mason:  ;) It’s a surprise.  P.S.- Don’t forget about the party tomorrow night.
Oh, right.  I had nearly forgotten.  Ever since that night in high school, parties really weren’t my thing, but this one was different.  This was the type of party I never would have imagined myself attending.  I paused, thinking about possible publicity.  Would this evening make it into the gossip section?  Would Mason’s father see this?  No, I can’t live in fear.  Mason loves me, I just know it.  Last night showed me everything I needed to know.  I had to call Elyse.
“Hey girl,” she answered the phone immediately, sounding hurried.
“Hey Ly, did you remember the party tomorrow night?”  I asked.
She was quiet, and then sighed. “Yeah about that.  I’m not going.” 
“Why not?  Please?  It will be fun.” I tried to reassure her, but I wasn’t sounding so confident myself about it.  
I needed her to be my partner against all the other elitists attending this thing.  I didn’t know why Mason decided to attend.  This didn’t seem to be his sort of scene either.
“I don’t want to be the only broke girl there,” I said.
“You’re not, babe.  You have Mr. Money Bags Mason.  I, on the other hand, have nothing to wear.  Besides… Jackson Rochester doesn’t want someone like me at his fancy party...” Her voice trailed off.
“That’s absurd, Elyse.”
“What kind of party is this anyway?” She asked and I could hear the background New York City traffic: blaring horns, shouting, loud music and so much more.  She must be walking toward the subway.
“It’s a Masquerade,” I responded. “So it’s not like anybody is going to recognize you.”
“A Masquerade?  What kind of rich-people bullshit is that?  It’s so cliché.”
“How is it cliché?”
“Listen, Jill.  These are not my people. They don’t like me and I don’t like them. I don’t belong there.”
I sighed.  I knew the what she was referring to, and she wasn’t going to talk about it on the busy streets of New York.  Before we were friends, she spent time with groups who were not good for her.  She never went into great detail about her past before she met me. I think she’s always been too ashamed, but I know that shoplifting and vandalism put her into detention centers more than once.  I wasn’t going to push her to attend a party where she wouldn’t feel comfortable.  
“Ok,” I said sadly. “I have no problem letting you borrow something.  We can go shopping for a mask this afternoon after my class if you change your mind... it’s not like anybody would know who you are.  But, if you don’t want to go, it’s fine.”
Elyse was quiet for a moment. “Fine, I’ll go… for like, an hour.  But you have to let me borrow something.  Just pick out a mask for me, I guess.  I’ll be working until eleven tonight.”
“Yes!” I jumped and I could almost see her roll her eyes.  “I’m about to go down the subway, so I’ll talk to you later babe. Love ya.”
“Love ya too.” I smiled as she ended the call.  
I knew Elyse enough to know she was at least a little intrigued by this party, even if she didn’t want to admit it.  Her past bothered her, even though she didn’t say it in so many words.  There was a rebellious streak in her she’d been trying to tame.  It was all over her expression and her voice whenever she mentioned it.  I hoped she could let go of it and enjoy herself tomorrow night.  She kept so much bottled up inside her and it would be great for her to attend a party where she didn’t have to worry about showing her face.
Mrs. O’Malley had stepped out to buy groceries and run errands, but I remembered Mason mentioned a costume store on Madison Avenue where I could get a mask.  I also knew I was going to have to succumb to the use of his AmEx.  He said it was in the top drawer of the desk.  I used the key he left me in case of emergencies and leafed through the desk in his study.  It felt so wrong unlocking the top drawer, even though he had given me permission a long time ago.
I didn’t see a credit card when I first opened the drawer.  I gently leafed through some documents, wondering if it had slipped between some papers, but was careful not to disorganize everything Mason had compartmentalized.  I was about to phone him to ask him where the credit card was in his desk, when I spotted a white envelope with the corner of a grainy black and white photo sticking out of it.  I couldn’t help but take the bait, even though this wasn’t any of my business.  It was probably work-related.
This is so wrong.  You shouldn’t be doing this.  I scolded myself as I picked up the envelope and looked inside.  There was a handwritten note from Mason on his own custom stationery.  It read: Think of the better times.
Interesting.  I pulled out the photos and gasped, dropping them in surprise.  I think my heart stopped beating for a second.  I retrieved the photos and studied them more.  They were grainy, black and white pictures taken from a surveillance camera.  The dates and times were printed on the bottom of the three photos.  The photos were of Mason… and me.
I looked at the first photo.  He had me pinned against the wall, lifted me up with my legs straddled around his waist.  I was still wearing black lace thigh-highs and my five-inch heels.  My nude form wasn’t showing, and his business pants were still on his hips, but it was evident what we were doing.  Fucking.  That was one of many times he’d taken me in the library of his penthouse.
What. The. Hell?!
I looked at the other two photos.  They each had different dates marked on them from the security footage.  All three dates were from two months ago, when the contract first began.  In the second photo, I was splayed over his home office desk, being taken from behind, but the photo was cropped in such a way our private areas weren’t shown.  Still, it was clear what we were doing.  The last photo was another of him taking me in his office chair.  Just as the first two, the photo was cropped, leaving out the pornographic parts, but you still got the idea…
I was confused, bewildered and even a little angry.  What on earth was he doing with photos like this hidden in his desk?  These were very private photos of intimate things only he and I shared and they were taken without my knowledge! What the fuck! I grabbed my phone and with blinding speed, dialed his number. My body boiled over with adrenaline as the phone rang twice. The seconds felt like hours.
“Jillian,” he answered in his smooth business voice.  I assumed there were others in the office with him.
“Mason, I want to know why you have surveillance photos of us fucking, in an envelope in your desk!” My face was red and my heart pounded so hard.  I didn’t know what to think of this.  It was beyond weird. The more I thought about it, the more violated I felt.
“I’m in a business meeting right now, Jillian.  I’ll call you back when I’m finished.” His response was smooth.
“I want to know NOW.” I answered, trying to maintain my composure.
The tension was thick over the phone and I could sense him stiffen for a few brief seconds. He was uncharacteristically silent.
“I kept those as memoirs for when the contract is finished.  I want to look at you and remember-”
This time I was the one to interrupt him.  
“It’s still about the contract?” I was crushed. “Screw the contract, Mason. You can have me as I am, and you know it!”
He maintained his same professional demeanor.  
“You interjected me before I could finish speaking.  I wanted to discuss that with you tonight over dinner at Carlito’s.  I’d like us to reconsider the terms.”
I felt my brow furrow. “Let’s discuss it now.” My voice was sharp.  My blood was scalding within my veins.
“Not now, Jillian.  I am in the middle of a very important proposal.  We’ll talk tonight.  Be ready at seven.”  Then the call ended.
I was shaking as I snatched the surveillance photos.  I slammed the top drawer to his desk, and locked it.  Fuck the credit card.  I was in no mood to shop for a mask at this point.  Red flags were flaring in my mind. 
My intuition told me something was wrong.  If he wanted memoirs, he could have real photos of me taken, or have me for keeps.  He didn’t have to keep those photos… He could have the real thing.  I sucked in a deep breath, fighting back the tears that burnt my eyes.  
This is so gross.  Why am I crying all the time?  It was no use fighting though.  The tears fell down my face as I left his office.  You’re being too emotional about this.  Let him explain tonight over dinner.  Think about everything that happened last night and this morning.  His affection.  He’s let you in, I tried to reason with myself as I stormed down the hall.  
I hadn’t heard anyone enter the penthouse.  I was lost in such thought, I hadn’t paid attention to where I was walking.  I bumped right into someone.  I stumbled back, and so did she…
Through my blurry vision, I looked up to see another female figure.  Her hair was pulled into a smooth, sleek twist.  She wore glasses like me and sported a plain cream blazer and matching pencil skirt.
“Who are you?” I asked hoarsely, fearing the worst.  Mason had women on the side… I felt irrational as I jumped to this conclusion.
She only smiled and extended a hand to me.  “I’m Piper Rochester, Mason’s cousin.  It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“Oh,” my cheeks flamed, feeling foolish.  He told her about me?  Mason had mentioned her a few times, but he seemed annoyed with her about something.  He was terse with her on the last phone conversation I overheard.
“It’s nice to meet you, too.  I’m glad to finally meet a family member,” I gave a flushed smile and immediately wiped my face with my right hand before offering her my left hand to shake.  
The memory of Mason’s sister pricked my spine.  My handshake became stiff as I recalled that unfriendly encounter.  Piper tilted her head slightly as she assessed me.
“Trust me.  My brother and I are the only family you could possibly want to meet,” she said this empathically.  No kidding.
Her gaze glanced down to a white envelope with the photos, and she looked up at me through the frames of her glasses.  She said nothing as I gripped the envelope tighter.
“Are you alright?” She asked, seeming genuinely concerned as she studied my puffy, swollen eyes and tear streaked face.
“Yeah,” I answered, not sure what else to say.
She studied me for a moment, as though she could read everything about me with one stare, but then she looked around.
“I was hoping to catch Mason.  He hasn’t returned my calls.”
“He’s at the office today.” I answered.
Piper wet her lips in keen thought.
“Hmm.” This alone told me she’d already checked with his offices and he wasn’t there.
“He mentioned a business proposal.” Perhaps I gave away too much information.
“Ah, he might be out in a lunch meeting.” She gave me a smile and walked down the corridor toward the kitchen.
I thought she was an interesting character.  Her personality lacked any vibrancy and her attire was quite bland.  Still, I felt as comfortable as I could be with a stranger, and I was glad to finally meet a family member of Mason’s.
“Is Mason taking you to my brother’s party tomorrow?” She asked lightly as she went into the kitchen and helped herself.  I watched her boil a kettle of water for tea.  She must have been here often, because she was quite comfortable here.
“Yes, but I still don’t have a mask,” I answered.
Piper shrugged nonchalantly as she selected a tea bag from the cupboard. “I have a few if you don’t mind borrowing.  Most ladies prefer something new, but-”
“No, I’d love to borrow one,” I interrupted, relieved.
She looked at me with a smile. “I can see why my cousin likes you.  I’ll have them sent over tomorrow afternoon.  You can choose which one you like.”
“I guess you have attended these things a lot?” I asked. “Do you think my friend can borrow one, too?”
“Ah, yes your friend is going.  That’s right.” She mused. “I went to a lot of costume parties in college. Just pick what you like.  Some of them are quite versatile.  They’ll go with any gown.”
“Thanks.  I’ll save Mason some money.” I grinned, and then we both burst into light laughter.  I really liked Piper.  I thought we could even be friends… if things between me and Mason lasted long enough.  I felt so confused about those photos.  I mean really… who keeps old surveillance photos like that in a desk inside an envelope?
 
****
 
Just as he promised, Mason showed up at seven sharp.  I’d chosen a sleek black cocktail dress in silk.  Unlike my Dior from the thrift store years ago, this was the latest design.  It hugged the curves of my voluptuous body.  I’d never be skinny, but this dress made me feel like a sex kitten.  I matched it with Louboutins.  I had no idea what to do with my hair, so I used a curling iron and a bit of hair product in an effort to tame my waves and make them appear sleeker and put together.  I wore a bit of mascara and some red lipstick.
Mason was waiting in the foyer with a bouquet of purple callas and orchids.  Flowers?  Wow… He flashed me a grin that could have scorched the panties from my hips.  My heart skipped around in my chest.
“I’d kiss you, but I’m sure you don’t want me to ruin your lipstick,” he smirked.  
I gave him a deadpan stare.  I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him down to my level and kissed him deeply.  I was still upset about the photos, but after seeing him at this moment, I knew he’d give me answers.  When we finally broke the kiss, I giggled softly and wiped away the red smear on his lips.
He trailed his lips down the nape of my bare neck.  I moaned softly and already I felt heat pooling within the silk of my panties. 
“I should take you right here,” he said in a low voice, gripping my hips with one hand while he slid his other hand up the silk of my dress.  I was almost panting, but I still needed him to explain.
“Tonight,” I said, trying to hold onto any self-control I had. “I’m hungry.” 
“The only thing I can think about eating is your sweet pussy,” he gave me a feral smile. My face flamed and prickles of delicious heat spread throughout my body. I could see the lust all over his face, but he still helped me into my emerald coat and ushered me in a gentlemanly fashion out of the door.  The valet had his Mercedes-Benz ready for him at the front curb.  
I looked around for Rick and didn’t see him anywhere.  The valet driver handed the keys to Mason and he was given a generous tip.  Mason then opened the door for me and slipped into the driver’s side.  Wow… I hadn’t been in a car with him like this since the night he rescued me in my drunken state.  It was just us.  I was beaming.
We rode in silence as he maneuvered through the streets of Manhattan and parked in front of a very swanky Italian restaurant.  The bright red sign in the front said Carlito’s.  Another valet driver greeted us, and I was curious to know if Mason remembered what a parking garage looked like.  He placed his hand on the small of my back as two gentlemen in suits held the glass doors open for us.  There were a few people waiting to be seated, but Mason said he’d already made reservations.  We were immediately shown to a private booth in the back of the restaurant.
He ordered a bottle of wine, of which I can neither remember the name or pronounce.  It probably cost more money than I could earn in a year.  My head felt clouded as our menus were handed to us.  I looked at the items, and I could feel his eyes on me, assessing me as I studied the selections.
“There are no prices listed,” I commented.
“I’m glad for it.  Then you won’t choose the cheapest thing on the menu,” he smirked as he looked at me.
“That’s why you told Amy to hide all the price tags from me that day she took me shopping,” I commented as the waiter returned with a fancy glass bottle of white wine.
“Oh yes, Jilly Bean.  I remember taking you and your family out to eat a few times.  It drove me crazy when the three of you always chose the cheapest meal.  You’re the only people I knew who wouldn’t take advantage of a free meal by ordering filet mignon, or lobster.” He chuckled as the waiter filled our glasses partially.
“Thank you,” I said to the waiter as he handed my glass to me.  The man looked at me slightly surprised.
“You’re welcome,” he replied, then turned to Mason and listed the evening’s specials. 
“What will you be having this evening, Sir and Madam?”
Madam?  Well, that’s a first…
Mason looked at me keenly, and then spoke to the waiter. “We’ll both have the Strangozzi al Tartufo Nero, with a side of breadsticks.”
“Very good, sir.”
I had no idea what Mason had just ordered, but I still trusted him to know what I liked.  I sipped from the wine glass, savoring the crisp taste, as we both stared at each other in silence.
“I guess this is our first date?  Is this a date?” I asked, confused.
“Well, we’re in a romantic setting in an upscale restaurant, and I can’t stop thinking about how I want to kiss every inch of your body- right down to your silky, soaking slit.” My eyes widened as my thighs clenched together.  Heat coiled within me.
He chuckled as he analyzed my reaction. “So yes, I’d say this is a date.”
I was still reeling from the dirty things he’d just said to me in a public place, but my heart soared when he confirmed this was a real date.  Still, we weren’t in the clear yet.
“Why did you have those photos of me hidden in your desk?” I asked, trying very much to keep my voice calm.
Mason’s expression was pained, but it was fleeting.  Then he looked up at me calmly.
“I enjoy our times together Jillian.  I wanted something to look back on… which reminds me…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gray velvety box, rectangular in shape.
My eyes widened, and my breath caught as he opened the box.  A diamond bracelet sparkled from the candle light.  I was so sure I knew what he was going to say next.  I want you to be my girlfriend, Jilly Bean.  Oh, I would.  Gladly.
“I’d like to extend the contract,” he said bluntly.  I felt like he’d smacked my face.  I stared at him blankly, blinking.
“What?” I sputtered.
“I want to extend the contract, if you are willing,” he repeated.
I pursed my lips.  I bit my lower lip, and I sucked in a deep breath to keep from losing my temper.  I don’t believe this.  After our time last night and this morning.  He can still only think about a contract.
“Why?” I demanded. “Why do you want to extend the contract?
“You know why, Jill.  I’m not ready to give you up next month.”
“Then don’t.” My voice held a quiet tenacity that caught him by surprise.
He didn’t speak, so I did.
“Why does everything have to be a business transaction for you?” I asked.  
Tears welled up in my eyes, and I threw down my napkin.  I needed to get a grip on myself. “Excuse me.”
I briskly stood and retreated into the marbled bathroom.  It was exquisite in style, but I couldn’t have cared less at the moment.  I escaped into one of the stalls and bit down on my lip to keep the tears away.  I took several deep breaths to control myself.  I was so hurt and angry he’d let me in and then attempt to push me away.  Why did he want to keep a hold on me if he insisted on keeping me at arm's length?
I was sick of these games.  He ran hot and cold.  As soon as he began to show affection towards me, he’d do something to keep me at arm’s length.  Enough.  He refused to commit to anyone because of her.  I knew it.  I was paying the price for someone who didn’t even deserve his love in the first place.  Perhaps it was coupled with my low status.  I was a nobody and he was considered one of the most eligible bachelors.  Eligible bachelor?  Screw that.
I was in the bathroom for a long time as I struggled with my thoughts and fought to keep myself together.  When I finally returned to our table our food had arrived, but Mason hadn’t touched his meal.  He sipped from his wine glass quietly as he looked at me.  I would not meet his gaze.
“Don’t you like the bracelet?  It’s a timeless piece.  Sweet and perfect, just like you.” He said, trying to calm my nerves.  
I wasn’t having it.  I’m sure this tactic has worked many times over in the past, but not with me.  He should know better by now.
“It’s beautiful,” I muttered before taking a healthy sip from my wine glass.  I barely looked at my food. “But I don’t want it.”  
This was supposed to be a perfect first date, but instead, it’s gone to shit.  Thanks, Mason.
He sighed and set his glass down. “What do you want from me, Jillian?” He asked with more command in his voice.
I looked up at him with a pained expression. “Isn’t it obvious?”
He looked away momentarily.  He swallowed hard.
“What’s the real reason you want to extend the contract, Mason?” I asked.  
I was flabbergasted.  For a man who was successful in managing two separate enterprises, his proposal seemed illogical, senseless… stupid.
“Damnit Jillian,” he said quietly, gritting his teeth.  He rubbed his thumb and forefinger on the bridge of his nose.
I didn’t want to keep pressing him further, but it had to be done.
“This is because of her, isn’t it?” I asked.  I closed my eyes, feeling his blazing stare on me.  
I thought he was going to rebuke me and raise his voice for bringing up such a sore subject.  I knew he was still in love with her.
“You’re still in love with her.” I said this with such bitterness in my voice.  
It took a lot of nerve to keep pressing and the silence that followed made my heart pound that much more.
“No,” he finally said quietly, “I don’t love her.”
I looked at him just as his eyes locked with mine.  I watched as his face transitioned from stone to… something softer as he looked at me.
“She slipped through my fingers and I lost her.  I don’t do relationships, Jill.  I refuse to ever allow myself to be that vulnerable and mindless again.”  There was such conflict in his voice, in his expression.
“Why did you bring me into your room, then?” I asked.
“Your food is getting cold,” he stated.
“So you are going to die a lonely old man.  No wife.  No children.  Nobody.”
“I have never desired to marry or have children,” he spoke sternly.  The glare he gave me was a severe warning.
“That’s not true,” I said quietly.  This conversation was going nowhere and I was exhausted.
“Marriage, at one time, yes.  But never children.  I will never bring a child into my family.  The trauma.  The pressure.” He grit his teeth.
I said nothing more.  I was done talking in circles, trying to convince him of something I knew little about, of something he was adamantly against hearing.
“Alright,” I answered quietly, and forked a bit of pasta into my mouth, then sipped from my wine glass.  He was surprised I’d ended the conversation just like that.
“Will you at least consider extending the contract?”  He asked softly.
I let out a shaky breath. “Mason, the longer I stay with you, the more brokenhearted I will be when it really does end.  I’d prefer to leave with my mind somewhat intact, rather than be devastated and crushed.” Just as I am now.  
I took a deep gulp of wine and kept my gaze away from him.  Despite the delicious food, expensive jewelry, and first-class treatment, this was the worst date ever.
I didn’t look at him as he remained quiet, obviously deep in thought.  Finally he spoke. “Fair enough, Ms. Pryor.”
I finally looked at him, and saw the conflict and pain on his face.  I just didn’t understand any of this.  I didn’t understand him.
When we arrived home, he set his keys on the glass table in the foyer and looked down at me.  There was lust and longing in his eyes, but instead of taking me to his bed, he bid me good night and retreated down the hall.  Needless to say, I didn’t sleep that night.  My heart was broken.



Chapter 15
 
Mason
 
 
 
Damn her.  Damn Jillian Pryor.  I’d never met a woman more challenging.  I’d never failed at distracting a woman with fancy dinners and expensive jewelry before Jillian Pryor.
Yes, I am absolutely, completely in love with her.  Truth be told, I had other plans for the direction of this evening.  I never anticipated she’d find those damn pictures.  Now, I just want to protect her and keep her safe.  I had gone through the surveillance videos from cameras that had been hidden throughout my penthouse.  I printed those photos two months ago, when my quest for revenge was fresher in my mind.  I’d placed them in an envelope, prepared to mail them to her brother once the contract was complete.  
For a brief time, I’d forgotten I left the envelope in my top drawer.  I should have burnt those photos the minute I realized how much Jillian Pryor meant to me.  How could I be so fucking mindless?  She wanted to be with me apart from the contract.  The night before, I had sworn to myself I would never let her go when I took her into my bed.  She would be mine, and only mine.  For keeps.  She’d broken down my walls.  She captured my heart unlike any woman before her.  Not even Ella had this hold on my heart.
I bought the bracelet with the intention of telling her I wanted her, apart from the contract.  In fact, I wanted to tear the bloody thing in half.  Then she found those photos and wanted answers.  
Agonizing guilt washed over me.  To think I had planned to use her in such a deceitful scheme, knowing it would ultimately crush her.  This was exactly the reason why I had been avoiding Piper’s phone calls.
I suddenly remembered why I couldn’t let Jillian Pryor love me, but I wasn’t ready to let her go at the end of the month.  Still, if I entered into a serious relationship with this woman, I’d have to face her family at some point.  Travis.  Could I imagine myself drinking beer with him at the family barbeques?  Christmas?  Thanksgiving?  Fuck no.  
At the end of the day, she was still his sister.  I tried to use these thoughts as a means to reason with myself for tonight’s actions, but I was just a damned fool. 
I retreated into my office and my temper raged.  I slammed my fist down on my desk, and then threw everything from the surface.  Glass decoratives shattered against the wall.  Papers went flying.  I didn’t care.  I cursed myself for being so foolish the night before.  I grabbed my glass bottle of Macallan and guzzled it, enjoying the burn in my throat.  I didn’t know what I was thinking when I suggested extending the contract.
I couldn’t declare my love to a woman whom I had been so close to damaging with my trickery.  Although I had decided weeks ago to forfeit such a plan, I was disgusted with myself.  I was repulsed that I entered the plan at all, with the intention of hurting her in order to get to her brother.  I didn’t deserve such a woman.  I was unlovable;  she’d see that sooner or later.
I continued gulping the whiskey and was completely inebriated by the time I threw the expensive bottle into the cold hearth. By the end of the evening, I’d fallen asleep on the sofa in my study and woke up with a blaring headache the following morning.
 
****
 
I entered the kitchen with a hangover I hadn’t experienced since high school.  Jillian was sitting at the breakfast bar eating a bowl of cereal.  I felt her sad, beautiful dark eyes on me quietly.
“Hey Mrs. O’Malley,” I said as I plopped onto the barstool.  The older woman turned away from the stove where she was frying eggs and bacon and stared at me.
“Good morning, Mr. Woodward,” she said, clearly judging me in this state.  I was always in such control.  Her blue eyes darted from me to the woman sitting beside me.  Jillian stared down at her cereal bowl.  I should probably say something to Jill.  I turned to her, still uneasy.  My head was pounding.
“I’m sorry about last night.”
Her eyes glanced up at me.  I could see she’d been crying. “Me too,” she whispered.
Mrs. O’Malley set a plate of toast with bacon and eggs in front of me.  This was not my usual breakfast of choice, but I needed it this morning.  A glass of water was firmly placed next to my plate and I saw a hint of a glare in Mrs. O’Malley’s eyes.
“Do you still want the bracelet?” I asked Jill.
“No.” She took a sip of orange juice.  Then, she slipped off the stool and left the kitchen, returning a minute later with two advil.  She took my hand, and placed the caplets into my palm.
I downed the caplets with the water and looked at her and her eyes locked with mine.
“What is on your agenda today?  Are you going to work?” She asked me, taking another sip of her juice.
“Nope,” I said stupidly.
She looked at me quietly, and then giggled softly.
I looked at her quizzically.
“You never say ‘nope.’  It just sounded funny coming from you.”
God, I love this girl.  I gave her a lopsided grin, still reeling from my hangover.
Mrs. O’Malley had since left the kitchen and busied herself with other household chores.  Jillian looked at me thoughtfully, but she said nothing.  
Something told me in my gut Jillian wasn’t about to give up on me.  She watched me eat my breakfast, then took my plate and cleared it once I was finished.
“I don’t believe a word you said last night, by the way,” she said quietly.
“No?” I asked.  I wasn’t in a state of mind to be challenging or argue.
“No,” her voice was quiet as she rinsed the dish and placed it into the dishwasher.
“I don’t think you would have been so affected if you meant some of the things you implied last night.  If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t drink yourself into a stupor.” She returned to me and looked at me as I sat slumped over the breakfast bar.
“Come with me,” she held out her hand.
Without a word, I took her hand and she led me into my bedroom.  Since when does this woman invite herself in?  She pushed me gently against the bed, then crawled on top of me, straddling me.
She’s a fucking angel, I thought to myself as I stared up at her.  Then, she leaned over and began massaging my scalp and my temples.  I closed my eyes, feeling the throb decrease as she caressed everywhere.  It felt amazing.
“Just because you’re on top doesn’t mean I’m not in charge,” I gave a smirk as I teased.
“Hmm,” She responded and then withdrew her hands from my scalp.  The throbbing ache quickly returned.
“Ugh, don’t stop,” I said.
She chuckled and resumed massaging my scalp, minimizing the pressure points that made my head pound.
“I’m not giving up on you, Mason Woodward.  Stop trying to push me away,” she whispered quietly.
Good.
“I think I’m doing you a favor, sugar.” I said with closed eyes.
“Why do you think that?”
“I’m not good for you.  You’ll see eventually.”
“I don’t believe that,” her fingers continued to work their magic.
“Say you did push me away, then what?” She asked after a few minutes.
“I can’t stay away from you,” I answered, entranced by the way she was massaging the ache out of my head.  I considered what life would be like without her… It would be an empty void.
She looked at me pointedly. “I know people have done things to hurt you and betray your trust, but you can’t shut everyone out, Mason.  You can’t shut me out.  I’m not giving up on you.” Her voice was gentle, but serious.
No, I couldn’t push her away.
Soon enough, her hands got tired, but the advil was starting to take effect.  I was feeling ten times better, but she lay her head on my chest and held me.  I couldn’t bring myself to move, so I wrapped my arms around her tightly and held her close.
I knew I’d feel much less guilty if I explained the truth and she could forgive me.  I was typically an amazing public speaker, if I do say so myself.  Yet, this woman left me without words.  There was no way I could clear my conscience without her hating my guts.  
Perhaps in time this guilt would fade as I spent more time with her.  I could show her the world and provide her with everything she could possibly want: Expensive clothes, cars, beautiful houses, five-star vacations.  In time, those things could erase my past sins, yes?  I wasn’t completely convinced, but I needed her to stay with me.
My head was beginning to clear, but she remained on top of me pressed against me, snuggled against my chest. I raked my fingers through her mussed hair.  Tonight, I’d make up for last night’s botched date.
“After my cousin’s party tonight, I’m going to bring you back to my apartment and show you such pleasure you’ve never even dreamed about,” I whisper to her, stroking my fingers through her hair.
She lifted her head with a soft smile and looked at me.  “I want to try everything in that room.  I think about it all the time.”
My cock swelled in my plaid bottoms.  She gave me a coy smile as she rubbed against my swollen bulge, biting her lower lip.  I closed my eyes and groaned.  I gripped her by the arms and pulled her up to my level, I took her plump lower lip between my teeth and pulled, kissing her with a hot intensity.  Her mouth was hungry, as though she needed this as much as I did.
I pulled away as a thought came to me  “I don’t want you to wear anything under your dress tonight,” I instructed sternly. “I want you wet and ready for me at any time of my choosing this evening.”
She caressed my lips with her full mouth before she pulled away and looked down at me. “Yes, Sir.”
I felt my usual self returning and I couldn’t help but smirk. “That’s my sweet girl.”
In that moment, I wanted to tell her how much she meant to me.  Yet, the stupid stubbornness kept me from saying those words.
 
****
 
I ordered a limo to take us to New Rochelle for the event since Jillian’s friend, Elyse would also be riding with us.  She was a pretty girl with thick black hair that complimented the black mask, feathered with bits of lace that ornately fell by the sides of her face.  Her excitement for this affair seemed as enthusiastic as my own.
My focus was fixated on the woman beside me, however.  Jillian was the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on.  Her hair was perfectly tousled and lay in silky waves down one shoulder.  Her gown was a strapless floor-length red silk with a slit that ran up to her mid-thigh.  Her mask was a beautiful gold with diamonds that glittered on the sides.  She wore the diamond bracelet I bought her, at my insistence.
The event was in full-swing when we arrived.  I never arrived to parties on time, unless I was hosting the event myself.  I haven’t hosted a party in years and I still couldn’t believe Jackson would go out of his way to throw such an event.  I had our coats checked in and we received our tickets.  I quickly ushered Jillian and Elyse toward the open bar.  I had to hand it to my cousin.  The party was beyond anything I could have expected from him.  He’d even hired acrobats to dangle in the air just below his cathedral ceilings.
“What would you ladies like to drink?” I asked them.  Both women were so consumed with the display around them, taking in the beauty of the gowns, the masks and the dancing.  
“Jill,” I spoke louder, so she’d hear me above the music and background chatter.  She snapped to attention and smiled, tugging on Elyse’s arm.
“I’ll have a cranberry and vodka,” Jillian answered. Even under the mask, I could see the flush in her cheeks.
“I’ll take a cosmo,” Elyse said, shrugging.  I could sense the poor girl felt like a third wheel.  Both women fidgeted with their masks and I smirked, seeing it was irritating the shit out of them.
I handed the ladies their drinks and they both sipped at precisely the same time.  After last night, I didn’t care for any alcohol, but the ladies needed to loosen up a bit.
Jillian took my hand as she sipped her cranberry and vodka.  Elyse flipped her thick black hair over one shoulder and glanced at Jillian’s hand clasped in mine.
“Ok well, I’m going to… mingle… or whatever these people do at these things.” She maneuvered through the crowds, away from us.
Jillian nervously drained her drink and then set the glass on the bar top. “Should we dance?”
“I don’t dance,” I replied.  Then I leaned down and whispered into her ear, “but I’ll gladly take you down one of the dark corridors and make your body writhe in pleasure against mine.  My cock misses you.”
I felt her shiver against my body, sucking in a deep breath at the words I fed her.
“There you are,” Piper’s voice said from behind me.  I knew I was going to see her tonight, but I still sighed as I heard her voice.  I knew she was going to want to talk.
She smiled at Jillian and Jill gave her a shy wave.
“Jillian, this is my cousin, Piper.  Piper, this is Jillian… my… friend.” Girlfriend.  The thought alone gave my heart a tremor.
“We met yesterday,” Piper stated matter-of-factly.
“Yeah, she stopped by looking for you.  She let me and Elyse borrow these masks.” Jill explained enthusiastically, obviously naive as to why Piper has been hunting me down.
I really resented I had confided in my therapist cousin.
“Have you seen Jax?” Piper asked me, looking around.
“I haven’t seen him yet.  I believe he decided to throw a party without making himself the man of the hour.” I smirked.
	“I’m going to look for him.  Apparently, nobody has seen him yet.  But, I want to talk to you soon,” Piper poked me in the chest before leaving us at the bar.  I rolled my eyes before turning to face Jill.
  “Wouldn’t he be unrecognizable at a masquerade?  Everyone’s faces are covered,” Jillian chuckled.
“Believe me, Piper would know her own brother.  If you know Jackson, you can’t mistake him, even if he wears a paper bag over his head.” I grinned, and then led her by the hand away from the bar.  
I stood with her on the open marbled floor as she watched the acrobats swing from trapeze to trapeze.  It didn’t really fascinate me.  I was much more fascinated by the look of awe on Jillian’s face.  I suppose I lived vicariously through her, wondering what it was like to be so in awe of the littlest of things in life.
“Hey,” Elyse came up to us, snacking on a bit of bruschetta.
“This is really good.  Stay away from the table with the escargot.  I didn’t know what it was, and I had to spit it out.”
“I hope you didn’t do that in front of people.” Jill’s eyes widened, but she laughed.
“No, I made sure it was into a napkin,” Elyse answered casually. “Try this… and the brownies.  I’m going to go explore,” she flashed us a grin and flitted away again.
I smirked as Elyse made her way through the crowds, and then turned back to Jill and snaked my hand around her waist.  For a brief moment, I glanced around as I took in the crowds.  Then, from the farthest corner of the banister at the top of the stairwell, I spotted Jackson.  
He enjoyed people watching.  I could easily view him as my rival since my father repeatedly threatened to remove me and make him the sole heir to all of his assets.  I didn’t, though.  I knew Jackson had no care to take over my father’s inheritance.  He sipped champagne as he viewed all of his guests.  He reminded me of the Phantom from that opera Ella once dragged me to go see.  I turned to Jillian as she linked her arm in mine.  When I looked up to see Jackson, he was gone.  Yup, just like that damn phantom.
The ceiling display ended to give the acrobats a break.  Good.  Then I could tear Jillian away and slip her down one of the dark corridors.  But then she wanted to dance when soft music began playing…
“I told you, I don’t dance.” I responded, but I couldn’t resist the doe look in her eyes.  I glanced down at her luscious cleavage beneath the red silk.  Fine.  I led her farther out onto the marble where other couples were dancing slowly.
“Don’t expect me to twirl you around,” I whispered into her ear as I pressed her body firmly against mine.  
I wanted her to feel the hardness in my pants and I knew she did when she sucked in a soft breath.  She wrapped her arms around me, and I buried my nose lightly in her hair, savoring the smell of her lavender shampoo.  I knew she could feel the heat between us, especially after the song, “At Last” was belted out by some local singer from the front stage.  Chicks seemed to melt for that song.  
I looked up toward the east railing and saw Jackson again.  He spotted me with a charming grin and raised his champagne glass toward me.  I gave him a faint salute in greeting.
Jillian kept her body pressed against mine, and managed to sucker me into dancing two more slow songs. Since when does a woman sucker me into dancing?  I loved the way her body fit against mine.  The desire was building up within me by the minute.  By the time the third song ended, I wanted to tear that silk from her body.  
As the other couples clapped, I kissed Jillian softly and kept my arms wrapped around her in an embrace.  I felt other eyes on us, but I didn’t care.  After a few minutes, I loosened my embrace and kissed her forehead, and she smoothed a stray lock of my hair that fell out of place.
“I’m going to get some water,” Jillian said softly. “It’s hot under the lights.”
“I’ll get it for you,” I smiled down at her and kissed her hand affectionately before I led her by the hand away from the dance floor and back toward the bar.  
I ordered two glasses of ice water.  My mind was reeling, trying to decide if and how I could tell her I had fallen in love with her.
“Hey,” Elyse showed up again after who knows how long.  
Her face was flushed and her hair was slightly mussed.  I handed Jillian a glass of ice water, and handed Elyse the water I had ordered for myself.
“Thanks,” She said and took several gulps of the water.
“Have you been dancing?” Jill asked, noting Elyse’s flushed state and ruffled tresses.
“No,” she answered and looked around, as though searching for someone. “I took a walk in the garden. I needed some fresh air. It’s so stuffy in here.”
“Are you having a good time?” I asked.
“Oh definitely. The food is great. It’s just hot in here and I don’t want to be in the way so now I’m going to leave you love birds.” Elyse answered with a cheeky smile. With a glass of wine in hand, she vanished into the crowd. 
“She’s an interesting character,” I commented.
“That’s Ly,” Jillian smiled. 
 Then I took her hand and led her down the corridor.  She compliantly followed me, but my cousin stopped me.
“I finally found Jax,” Piper announced.
“So have I,” I answered, sighing.
“I need to talk to you,” Piper stated.
I closed my eyes, already annoyed and she’d barely spoken.
Typically, therapists did not interfere on this level but she was my cousin.
“I’ll go find Elyse,” Jillian said as she squeezed my hand with a smile, leaving me with my harassing cousin.
Piper led me into an old study that is never used.  She closed the door and we stood behind a set of old bookshelves.  We spoke in low voices, even though it was highly unlikely anybody would come in here.  Even the air smelled musty in this room.
“She’s really sweet,” she said to me as she removed her mask.
“Yes, she’s a gem,” I answered drily, ripping the damn thing from my face as well.  I was impatient to get back to Jill and run my hands down the curves of her body, and suck on those luscious tits.  I had yet to take her back to the city, back to the apartment I promised her.
“I like her,” Piper said. “I like her for you.  You can’t go through with this.”
“I’m not,” I grit my teeth.  I couldn’t hurt her.  I love her.
“Are you only saying this to shut me up?  Because you were very intent to use her for your stupid revenge just a few weeks ago.”
“That’s old news,” I responded sharply.
“My business is my business, Piper.  I told you all of this in confidence, not so you’d harass me for it.”
“I cannot sit by and let you use that girl for collateral damage simply because her brother slept with your fiancée.  It’s sick, Mason.  Therapist or not, she’s the one who will be damaged.  And she’s good for you.”
“I’m not going through with it!  Damn it, Piper,” I yelled.
My cousin was quiet for a moment.  
“Fine, it’s just that I know about some of the ruthless business tactics you have used in the past to get people to do what you want.  I wouldn’t put it past you to have sex with her and then send those pictures to her brother.”
My lip twitched, as did my hand.  My cousin had a point.  I have not been proud of the last five years.
Suddenly, realization kicked in and Piper gave a slight smile.
“Oh, I get it now.  You lo-” But she didn’t finish her sentence.  
Her face suddenly went pale as she looked past me.  I turned to see Jill’s face, staring at the both of us.  She lowered her gold mask to look at us; Her brow was furrowed, her eyes watery.  Her mouth was curved downward as her lower lip trembled.
“You were going to do what?” Jillian asked me shakily.
“How long have you been standing there?” Piper asked her.
Jillian’s lips tightened, but she spoke softly. “Long enough.”
Her dark eyes darted to me, searching, questioning, heartbroken.  Heartbroken doesn’t begin to describe it.  She was devastated.  Crushed.
“Is that why you had those surveillance photos in an envelope?” She looked at me.
I was tempted to sweet talk her, but I couldn’t smooth talk my way out of the conversation she’d just overheard.
“Yes, but I’ll explain everything.  It’s not what you think,” I answered.  
My anger towards her brother was nothing compared to the shame I felt in this moment.  My need to hold Jillian and convince her I could never actually go through with the plan was far stronger than any need to avenge her brother’s betrayal.
“That’s why you walked out on us.  Travis slept with Ella?  I don’t understand how seducing me would…” Her voice trailed off.
She suddenly broke down, brushing tears from her face. “I cannot believe this.” She spoke hoarsely.
“I gave you everything I could give,” she looked at me accusingly. “How could you… to me?  After everything?”  
Tears openly spilled down her face and it tore my heart out seeing her like this.  She was a girl who never wanted people to see her cry, and here she was, exposed for us to see.
I took a step toward her, but she backed away from me. “Jill please, let me explain.  Give me five minutes.”
“NO,” she grit her teeth, wiping her face with both hands. “Stay away from me.”
“I never sent him those pictures,” I declared, taking another step toward her.  I was desperate for her to see I was serious. “I never will.”
“Only because I found them.  Everything has been a lie, Mason.” She backed away from me again.  I’d always had a way with words.  I was always skilled in getting others to do exactly what I wanted, when I wanted, but in this moment with Jillian, I could not find the right words.
Piper stepped in this time, blocking the path between the door and the bookshelf. “Jillian, please listen to Mason.  He’s telling you the truth.  He never sent those pictures, and he never will.”
Jillian’s chest heaved up and down as she struggled to keep her composure, but tears still streamed down her face.
I took the opportunity to take Jillian by the arms.  I held her firmly in place as I looked down at her.
“Please, Jilly Bean.  Listen to me-”
“Don’t. Call. Me. That.” She retorted. “Don’t you dare.”  She struggled to get out of my grasp, but I held her in place.
“Give me five minutes.”
“Let go of me!” She demanded.
“No,” I said sternly. I held her even as she tried to struggle away from me. 
“Let go of me!” She shouted.
“I’m not letting you go because I love you!” I shouted.
She stopped flailing for one moment when I said this.  She looked up at me with glassy eyes.  The mascara had streaked down her face, but she was still beautiful to me.  
“I could never bring myself to hurt you.  I have loved you for weeks now, but I was afraid to admit it to myself. Please, Jillian, let me tell you everything.”
She looked up at me with glassy eyes.  I thought for a moment she would cooperate and listen to me.  Give me that five minutes I required of her.  Her face had softened for a moment, but then it suddenly hardened to a mask of stone.
“I don’t believe anything you say anymore.  You had last night to say that.  Why now?” She snarled. “Let me go or I’ll scream bloody murder.”   
I released my grasp on her arms.  I knew she wasn’t bluffing.  Once she was free of my grip, her hand struck my face with such fury.  She winced from the impact her hand had made, but she looked up at me with eyes of fire.
“Fuck you, Mason.  Stay away from me.”
She threw her mask to the floor, then whirled around and ran from the study, leaving the door wide open as she fled.  I stood there for a moment, feeling helpless.  I had no control over the situation.  It had been years since I’d felt so helpless, and I had no idea how to rectify this situation.  Piper warned this would come back to bite me in the ass.  But it didn’t bite me in the ass.  It tore my fucking heart out.



Chapter 16
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I tore through the masked crowds, nearly bumping into people as I ran.  I was blinded by my tears, by the roaring pulse that hammered in my ears.  I needed to get far away from Mason Woodward.  I needed to find Elyse.  With my small stature, I couldn’t see over the crowds.  I weaved through the guests as I searched for Elyse.  
Soft music was playing from an orchestra near the front stage.  The party was truly magnificent, but I couldn’t even enjoy it anymore.  Elyse was nowhere to be found, so I climbed the grand stairwell and looked over the balcony that wrapped around the entire marbled floor below.  I watched the guests dance to the music while hanging lights glittered from the railing.
I looked for the gorgeous girl in the burgundy and black lace gown.  Her mask was black feathered lace, and she looked like something out of a fairytale, much to her objection.  I let out a shaky breath, as I searched for her.  She wasn’t on the floor below.  
I did spot Mason emerge from the opposite corridor on the floor below.  His cousin, Piper was behind him.  I watched him scan the floor and whisper words to his cousin, most likely orders.  He couldn’t function without being in control over everyone around him.  I whipped away from the railing before he could see me.  I was so irate; I didn’t want to hear any of the lies and bullshit he tried to feed me.  I crept around the balcony, still searching for Elyse.
I pulled my cell phone from my clutch and dialed her.  It rang until I reached her voicemail.
“Ly, it’s me.  Please call me.  I’m on the balcony.  I need you.”  
At that moment, my phone vibrated and I saw it was Mason calling me.  I rejected the call and within a minute, a voicemail was waiting for me.  He continuously called my phone, but Elyse never responded.
“Ly?” I called out, walking around the plush carpeting.  
I made a right turn into a dimly lit corridor calling her name.  
Good grief, where was she?  I bit my lower lip, hard.  As I walked, searching, memories haunted my mind.  I suppressed the thoughts as best as I could.  I needed clear eyes in order to spot my best friend.  The doors were each locked in the dimly lit corridor, which I understood, considering the party down below.
I sucked in a deep breath as I dialed Elyse one more time.
“Hey babe,” She finally answered.  She sounded very breathless.
“Hey… are you ok?” I asked, noting her breathy greeting.
“Yes,” she answered, but she sounded unusual.
“Where are you?” I asked. “I need to leave.  Please, can I stay at your place?”
Elyse was very silent for what seemed an eternity.  I walked aimlessly at this point and found a closed-off set of wooden steps that led up to the attic.  That was my guess.  This house was massive and it was a maze.
“Yeah… Sweetie, what’s wrong?” She finally answered, followed by a slight gasp. “I said stop.” I heard her playful whisper away from the phone.
I scrunched my nose, realizing she was with someone.  Interesting.  She didn’t really care for socializing with anyone.  Especially men.  I was still surprised she’d warmed up to Mason.
I climbed to the top of the wooden steps.  The staircase was shallow and the steps were blunt and old.  The wood had been maintained in past years, but everything was a little dusty.  There was a musty smell coming from the small hall that greeted the top.  I wondered if these were at one time the servants’ quarters.  The house was clearly very old.
“Jill?” Elyse asked, and I realized she’d been talking to me and I hadn’t heard anything she’d said.
“I’m sorry.  I just need to get away.  I… I had a fight with Mason.  I-” I was interrupted when a burst of fresh tears erupted.  
“Ok, ok. I’m coming to you right now.  Are you downstairs?” She asked.  Her question told me she was somewhere upstairs, but where?
“I’m at the top of some very old stairs, just off the balcony.  I think these are old servants’ quarters.  I just don’t want Mason to find me.”
“Alright…” Elyse said quietly, obviously trying to figure out where I was located within this gigantic house. “I’ll be there soon.”
I ended the call, and removed my heels.  Then, another wave of thoughts and emotions washed over me.  Everything in the past two months had been a lie.  I thought he could actually like me for me.  I shook my head.  He only had one motive this entire time.  
He’d been a man who dated women far above my league.  How could I have been so foolish to think he’d go from that… to me?  I thought about the things his sister, Zara, had said to me that night.  She’d said he was incapable of loving anyone… among other things… She didn’t understand what he saw in me…
Hot tears streamed down my face.  I was stricken with anguish.  Never in my life had I been so angry.  Never in my life did I feel so shattered as I did now.  I was used and manipulated by the first and only man I’d ever fallen in love with.
I’m not letting you go because I love you!   The thought of what he’d said to me made me shake.   What a lie.  Even in that moment, he had to continue the game.  The contract, the sex, the intimacy he displayed had all been a trick.  I thought back to all the times he’d been so dear to me while I was just a kid in high school.  No.  I can’t think that anymore.  It’s over.  I took several gulps of air, trying to calm my nerves.
“Jill?” I heard Mason call my name in a frenzy from the carpet of the balcony, some distance away, and I silenced myself.  My phone continued to vibe repeatedly, and I silenced it.  When I sensed he was gone, I wiped my face.  My cheeks were now irritated from the tears, and my eyes burned.  I needed to find a bathroom, so I could switch out my contacts and put on my glasses.
Suddenly, I sensed I was not alone.
“Mason?” I asked.  Nothing.
“Ly?” There was nothing but eerie silence. 
Not even the floorboards creaked, but my skin prickled.  The fine hairs on my arms stood on end.  Shivers ran from my scalp down my spine.
Quickly, I stood without grabbing my heels and picked up the silk of my dress so I could leave quickly.  I wasn’t typically superstitious, but something wasn’t right.
My foot made one step, before I suddenly felt incredible force against my back.  Before I could process what had happened, I felt myself thrown fiercely down the wooden steps.  The fall was merciless.  I hit the wooden floor at the bottom with a thud and my head was thrown back.  
Everything went black.
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How I wish, how I wish you were here
We're just two lost souls
Swimming in a fishbowl
Year after year
Running over the same old ground
What have we found?
The same old fears
Wish you were here” 
― Pink Floyd
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“Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heel that has crushed it.”
― Mark Twain
Chapter 1
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I inhaled deeply as I read over the old recommendation letter Mason had written for me years ago.  It felt like I’d found an old artifact from another lifetime.  I was just a starry-eyed teenager back then.  So naive.  I was seventeen and so ecstatic when he handed the envelope to me.  I had read and re-read that letter a dozen times before I finally mailed the original to NYU, and I kept a copy for my scrapbook.  God, I was such a dork back then.
I still remember how nervous I had been that I wouldn’t get into the University.  Mason had been so confident I would get into NYU’s Business program.  It’s no wonder.  As I read the letter with a new perspective on life, I can see how even his recommendation letter for me was laced with arrogance.  Ms. Pryor will attend your University, because I say so.
Of course, I ended up changing my major to Social Work after thirty credits into my program.  I still can’t get Mason’s reaction to my field change out of my head.  I still remember how he nearly spit his coffee out, repulsed by my choice to help others.  
I asked mom to mail my old scrapbooks and photo albums to me before my fall down the stairs, before I told Mason to fuck off and leave me alone.  Two months later, I’m only just now going through the box.  I have half a mind to burn this recommendation letter.  I’m still angry and hurt about what he had planned for me.  Everything was a lie, including his feelings for me.  My hand tightens around the letter, ready to crumple it.
Don’t do it.  The thought intruded my sense of reasoning.  He wrote the letter with the best of intentions.  Try as I might, I can’t stop thinking about him.  It sickens me.  As I read this letter again, I recall the day I told him I’d been accepted into NYU.  He was a different man years ago.  When I think about it, he was much more deserving of the pedestal I’d placed him on back then.
 
***
 
Six years ago...
 
I stood by the weathered plaid sofa in my Uncle Joe’s shed as Travis played some classic notes from Pink Floyd, my favorite band.  He played my dad’s old, beat up Fender and my cousin, Danny, beat on the drums.  The weather wasn’t cold, but it wasn't warm either.  We still needed jackets or sweaters this early in April.  We were all desperate to have a picnic outside after the harsh winter we had.
I was naturally shy and withdrawn, but I had no reason to feel shy at this small get-together on my uncle’s property in White Plains.  I swayed my hips in my plaid skirt and off-the-shoulder gray sweatshirt.  I sported chunky black frames and my black army boots.  What phase was this?  Punk rock?  Heaven knows.  It was the eve of my eighteenth birthday and some of my friends from the 4-H club, and my family had gathered for a birthday dinner.  He and my Aunt Mel had a nice piece of land in White Plains.  We spent time here at least one weekend a month before they moved to Ohio.
I watched my cousin Allie play badminton in the yard with some of my friends.  This day was amazing because it was my scene.  I usually stuck with the shadows.  Normally, I liked to keep myself invisible, but today was different.  Not only was this get-together for me, but I had fantastic news and I couldn’t wait to share it.
From the doorway of the shed, I watched him walk in my direction up the gravel driveway.  He wore a deep brown leather jacket and dark wash jeans.  Most of my friends from the 4-H club stopped to gawk and drool as he walked up the drive.  He was about 6’2” of taut muscle.  His olive complexion and black wavy hair complimented those Raybans on his perfect face.  Yes, most of my friends stopped to gawk and were definitely drooling.
“Mason!”  I greeted as I ran toward him and jumped on him.  He spun me around quickly and then set me down with a big grin on his face.   I saw the blonde bitch standing behind him, Ella.  She wore a black and white striped sweater dress and her light hair was cut into a short bob just below her jaw line.  Already she looked bored, and they’d only just arrived.  Mason was either oblivious, or he ignored it.  I honestly didn’t even notice her walking up the drive with him.  I didn’t like her, and it’s not because she was his girlfriend.  I would have graciously accepted her if she was nice.  Instead, the most I could do was exchange stiff, but polite smiles with her.
“I wanted to get you a puppy, but your landlord wouldn’t allow it.”  Mason gave me a grin and lifted his Ray Bans above his head.
“Don’t you fucking dare, Woodward,” I heard my brother bellow from the shed.  I hadn’t realized the music stopped until this moment.
Mason only snickered and fished into the inside pocket of his leather jacket.  He looked so delicious and smelled so good.  My teenage hormones were raging.
“You’ll just have to settle for this instead,” Mason grinned as he handed me a silver box, wrapped with dark burgundy ribbon.  Is this silk ribbon?  I very slowly, very carefully untied the ribbon.  I didn’t want to ruin it.  I wanted to savor the novelty of this special surprise.
Lifting the lid of the box, I found three braided leather bracelets, two in black and one in red.  These were exactly my style and I’d been wanting these for a long time, but they were completely out of my budget.  I was a thrift store girl after all.
“Oh my gosh!  Oh my gosh!”  I shrieked, jumping up and down.  One of the black bracelets had little platinum charms attached to it: a dog, a cat, and a rabbit.
“Since you help out at the animal shelter, I had those charms added,” Mason gave another grin.  He seemed quite pleased with himself.
“Thank you!”  I slipped the bracelets onto my wrist and jumped onto him again, wrapping my arms around his neck in excitement.  I jumped back to my feet and caught a glimpse of Ella.  She was looking down at her Rolex.
“We found those while we were in Milan,” Ella explained, once she was able to tear her eyes away from the expensive watch.
A tug of jealousy ate at me as I thought of Mason taking her to Italy, but I had to be realistic.  He was twenty-eight and  I was still a senior in high school.  Besides, Mason would never go for a girl like me.  Not like that.  I brushed the jealousy away and bounced in my boots giddily.
“Thank you so, so much.  These are so great!”  I admired the bracelets and studied the little charms attached.  It was such a thoughtful gift.  I was more awestruck by the level of thought he had put into the gift, than the actual gift itself.
Travis smiled and slapped Mason on the back.  “So glad you could make it, man.  I have beer in the cooler.”  I could tell my brother had already drank a few beers by the time Mason had shown up.
I watched the two of them walk toward the cooler which kept bottled water, canned sodas and beer, and I was left standing alone with Ella.  She looked pointedly at me.
“Happy Birthday,” she feigned a smile.
“Thanks!”  I beamed and pranced toward the cooler to help myself to a Sprite.  She still looked bored, but nobody cared.
I grabbed a canned soda from the cooler and watched as Travis and Mason chatted with my mom and Aunt Mel, while Uncle Joe grilled ribs and chicken on the patio.  Annoyed, Ella made her way over to where Mason was standing and snaked her arm around his waist.  What does he see in her?
“Hey Ella,” Travis said casually and then continued talking about baseball teams.  He and Mason were having an argument over some team.  I was barely paying attention to their topic. That was part of the Mason/Travis package: The constant banter, the arguments over which music band or sports team was better.
“Can I get you something to drink?” Travis finally broke from the banter and offered Ella a drink.  When we first met Ella, we bent over backwards trying to help her feel welcome and part of our group.  After a while, my family realized we’d never make her happy. She was impossible to please.
“I’ll just have bottled water,” she answered Travis.
I watched my brother get a dripping, chilled bottle of water from the cooler and hand it to her.  She looked at the bottle for a moment and then gingerly took it from him.  She smiled stiffly and held the bottle as though she did not know what to do with it.
“I got it, love.” Mason said this as he took the bottle of water from her dainty hands and twisted the cap.  He handed it back to her.
You have got to be kidding me.
“You still owe me a rematch at beer pong,” I heard my brother tell Mason as he wiped his hands on his jeans nonchalantly.
“Not that shit,” Mason laughed as though there had been some inside joke between them.
I left the yard and went to the upstairs hall, where I’d left my shabby denim bag.  I was so excited as I fished out the envelope; I could feel my heart hammering in my chest.  I’d waited all weekend to tell Mason my good news.  Giddily, I ran down the stairs and exited through the back door.
My brother and Mason were still having yet another animated argument over who was going to win some game.  Boring, boring, boring.  The only sport I liked watching was hockey, so I waited until they were finished with their discussion to tell Mason my news.  Eventually, Travis walked back toward the shed and fired up the amp.  I don’t know where Ella had gone off to, but I didn’t care either.
“Mason,” I beamed.
“Hey Jilly Bean,” he grinned, and took a swig from his beer.
“I have the best news ever and I’ve been waiting to tell you all weekend,” I said.  I knew I sounded like I was seven, but I didn’t care at the moment.
“Oh yeah?  What’s that?” He asked, as the amps in the shed blasted the notes to a Led Zeppelin medley.  I waved the acceptance letter from New York University in the air for Mason to see.
Mason grabbed the letter from me and read it.  He wasn’t even pretending to be happy for me.  His reaction was genuine.  I bounced in my boots.
“Shit, Jill.  Congratulations!  And you got into Brown as well.  Which will you choose?” His smile could charm the pants or skirt off any woman.  I could have fallen over swooning at that moment.
“I don’t, know but I have to choose soon.  I was hoping you could give me some advice?” I asked as he handed me the letter.  “I need some real advice.  Of course, Mom and Travis want me to stay closer to home.” I shrugged and adjusted the ugly black frames on my face.
“What does your guidance counselor think?” He asked as he smoothed a lock of thick black hair from his face.  Damn, he’s so hot.
“My guidance counselor is no help at all,” I scrunched my nose.
“Well,” Mason ran a hand through his hair.  “Are you sure you want my advice?  I’m a real prick, as they say.”
I pushed his chest and laughed,  “Shut up, I’m serious.”
He chuckled.  “Alright, alright… advice… sound advice.” He thought aloud with a smirk and I enjoyed hearing the ring of his British accent.  I watched him as he thought about what he should say to me.  There was a playful smirk on his face the whole time.
Having a crush on Mason was so easy back then.  I was comfortable with him before I even knew I liked him that way, it just felt natural.  People were so drawn to him all of the time, and it didn’t look strange or weird if I talked to him too much or played around with him.  He wasn’t an asshole at all- at least, not with me and my family.  There was no extreme sexual energy radiating off that man.  His eyes were not dark with black lust when he looked at me.  He was just… Mason.  Tall, dark, unbelievably sexy, and fun.
“You have always wanted to attend Brown.  It’s a very good school, but you seem much more excited about NYU.  Why is that?”  Mason asked, all playfulness aside.  He asked me this question to challenge my thinking.
Hmm.  He’s right.  Why am I more excited about NYU?
He looked down at me with serious eyes.  “You need to choose the school that will be the best setting for you, where you will be happiest.  If you’re miserable where you are, you won’t learn as much.  I’m not just talking about textbook shit.  Whatever you choose, you know I support you… but if you choose NYU, I will always be there for you should you need it.  Even if Travis is away on business.”  He gave me a grin and then ruffled my hair.
My heart swelled as he said this.  My decision was made. Brown University had been my dream at one time, but I felt a change of heart in the past year.  I felt more drawn to NYU.  It was close to my family, Mason- the people I love.
“Thank you,” I hugged him tightly and he wrapped his arms around me as though it was second nature to him.
 
***
 
Present Day...
 
Hating Mason wouldn’t be so difficult if he had always been an ass.  It’s been two months since I’ve seen him.  My heart aches whenever I see his picture pop up in the Finance section of the New York Times, or when I overhear Piper’s casual phone chats with him.  He tried to convince me he was sorry for what he planned to do.  He tried to tell me he was never going to mail those pictures to my brother.  This is what I know: He made an effort to go over the surveillance.  He didn’t accidentally print those pictures out and stuff them into an envelope.  His deliberate actions were planned carefully.  I still could not get over the idea of him doing such a shady, deceitful thing to me.
I don’t remember very much from my visit to the hospital after I fell down the stairs at Jackson Rochester’s Masquerade Ball.  I was incoherent for most of it, even though I only spent one night at the hospital.  The doctors told me I suffered a concussion, bruised ribs, and a sprained ankle.  They told me I was very fortunate.  Things were foggy for the first week, and even then, I didn’t want people fussing over me.  Still, I was glad when mom spent the next week with me, and even Travis was able to get some time off work to spend in New York.  Everything was a haze during that brief point in my life.
I was on painkillers and I felt confused as to whether someone actually pushed me down the stairs or if it was a figment of my imagination- a product of the haze I was going through.  Had I dreamt it?  Did I have too much to drink that night?  I couldn’t be certain about it either way.  I had sporadic nightmares that I was pushed down a flight of stairs, falling, falling… and then I’d wake up in a cold sweat.  The dreams were so occasional, however.  I was still bruised and hurting when I went to the doctor for my follow-up visit after the accident.  I told him about my dreams.
My doctor spoke to me as though I was five years old. “Sometimes trauma can be relived through abstract dreams.  You slipped and fell down the stairs and were injured.  It is very natural to experience dreams about falling, or being pushed...” After that visit my dreams stopped, so I didn’t pay them anymore mind.
One thing was for certain- the media had a field day with the incident that happened at Jackson Rochester’s party.  Everyone who was someone was in attendance that night.  Several people whipped out their cell phones to snap pictures of me being carted out on a stretcher.  I actually made the gossip sections of the papers... me, Jillian Pryor!  I spent most of my life being invisible and suddenly I was the hot topic for gossip.  It was overwhelming.  There was a lot of speculation as to what happened that night, according to the damn gossip blogs.  My favorite rumor was: 
 
NYU Gold-Digger Tries to Kill Herself After Being Dumped by Mason Woodward!
 
I wasn’t used to being the target of that kind of gossip and it hurt.  I didn’t know how to handle it.  I was also drugged from pain killers and not in a right state of mind to deal with that sort of nonsense.  Piper took me under her wing once I was released from the hospital.  She told me Mason’s lawyer was dealing with the papers and threatened a lawsuit for invasion of my privacy.  The rumors stopped, and I silently thanked Mason for getting involved, but I still had a really difficult time letting go of his previous scheming and manipulation. 
My thoughts were interrupted by the beep of the intercom.  I exhaled deeply and took a second to compose myself before I picked up the phone to answer the page.
“Yes, Dr. Rochester?” I asked.  Even after a month of working as the new part-time receptionist in Piper’s thriving practice, it felt strange calling her Dr. Rochester.
“Jillian, Mr. Collins is on his way to the front desk to book a session for next week.  Make sure you leave Fridays open. Thank you.”
“Of course,” I replied and then placed the phone back on the receiver.
“Hello again, Jillian,” Mr. Collins approached the desk with a warm smile.  He wore an expensive charcoal suit, and his dark blond hair was slicked back.  He was thirty-nine, very successful, very handsome and very troubled.  His appointments have already been lined up for the next month, and I knew the real reason why he was stopping by the front desk.  
“Good evening, Mr. Collins,” I gave him a very friendly and professional smile.  I looked at the computer screen as I double-checked his appointment schedule.  “I have you down for Thursday at three o’clock next week.”
“Wonderful, thank you, Jillian.” He gave another smile.
“Are the email reminders working for you?  If not, I will call you the day before to remind you.  I know your schedule is very demanding.”
“The emails only get lost in the abyss of other emails I have.”  He fished into his leather wallet and pulled out a business card and scrawled a number down on the crisp, rectangular cream color.  “Call that number to confirm.”
“Alright, thank you.”
“That’s my personal number.  Feel free to call anytime.”  There was something very dark behind those eyes.  Why do I seem to attract men who are deeply troubled?
“Um, okay.  I will be sure to call the number and confirm your appointments.”  I wasn’t sure how I should respond to this obvious flirting.  
I turned toward the computer screen and entered the number he wrote down on his business card.  I turned back to him and I could see a flicker of disappointment in his dark blue eyes while I remained as professional as possible. 
“You’re all set, Mr. Collins.  Thank you for updating your contact number.  We’ll see you on Thursday at three o’clock.”
He nodded with a tight smile and then left the office.  He was the second client of Piper’s who has tried to blatantly flirt with me, just within a month of my employment there.  He’d only just started his therapy sessions about a month ago, and he stops by the desk every week religiously to say “hi”, if nothing else.  I neither wanted, nor needed to get involved with any of Piper’s patients.  It was also completely unethical, and I had enough trouble trying to keep Mason out of my mind.
Speak of the devil…  I turned back to the screen on the desk and maximized the online Financial News column I’d been reading on Mason Woodward before I got caught up in schedule reminders, emails and faxes.  The column spoke of his hotel company’s expansion to Las Vegas.  Mason is not an A-List celebrity, and it’s only been very recently he started making headlines in gossip blogs and papers.  He is hot as sin and his family’s legacy has maintained its mark in the corporate world internationally.  A combination like this will always leave room for gossip in the tabloid sections.  
 The office was now empty.  It was a Friday. We were now closed, and it was also my birthday.  I could afford a quick peek of the webpage before Piper spotted me.
 Why do I torment myself with this?  Because I loved him, and against my better judgement, my body still craves him.  It’s pathetic.
My memories of his touch came crashing down when the headline screamed at me.  It had been posted within the last hour.  Under the headline was a picture of Mason walking with a tall, beautiful woman.  She was looking away from the camera with her chin held high in the air.  Even in the photograph, I could see she possessed an air of grace and etiquette I will never have.  She wore a mint green, quarter sleeve dress and her copper hair was pulled into a twist beneath her large, fancy hat.  Mason’s hands were shoved into the pockets of his dark gray business suit.  His gaze was fixed directly on the photographer, and was as tempestuous as the Spring storm looming just outside.  There was such fury in his eyes, as though he might murder the photographers.
 
Heir to J.A. Woodward & Company Might Be The Perfect Match for Meadows Heiress.  
 
Despite the fact that both individuals seemed to be completely disconnected and lacked any kind of chemistry, I could not help but feel a sharp pang of jealousy and resentment.  Pain.  This is how it felt to be gutted.  If this had been the only gossip spread on the pair, I’d just brush it off as speculation.  But now, there were photographs.  In the last few weeks, they’d popped up in articles in the financial sections, as well as arts and culture sections from attending fancy horse shows and galas.  Shit like that.  It really hurt.  I shouldn’t be feeling this way, though.  I’m the one who told him to leave me alone.  No, I shouldn’t want this. I can’t want him.
I brushed those thoughts from my mind as I followed Piper out of the office.  We were going out to celebrate my birthday and support Jackson’s newest club opening, which also happened to fall on my birthday.  I had never been to a club before, and I was dragging Elyse with us.
 
****
 
At around seven p.m., Elyse met us at Piper’s apartment, which had been my home for the last six weeks.  The tunes of Skylar Grey played in the background, floating from the stereo in the living room of Piper’s apartment.  I was sitting at the polished glass dining table with Elyse, who spontaneously decided I needed a makeover for the evening’s festivities.
“Stop laughing!” Elyse scolded me as she tickled my face with the blusher brush.
I tried to calm my giggling and took a deep breath of air.  “Sorry.” I scrunched my nose as one last giggle escaped and then cleared my throat.
“All finished.  Take a look.” Elyse held up her compact mirror.
I gazed at my reflection and saw a flushed face, glossy red lips and smoky eye shadow. 
“Elyse, No.  I don’t even recognize myself!” 
“Babe, you look hot!  Trust me.” Elyse assured me.  She left me at the table and walked a few steps into the living room, where she turned up the volume on the speakers and began dancing to the music.
 I grinned as I watched Elyse sway to music that played from the surround sound speakers.  She wore a form fitting dress in a shade she liked to refer to as slut red.  It was a joke, because Elyse was anything but a slut.  She’d already had a couple of glasses of wine and had kicked off her heels.  It was awesome to see her so relaxed, for once.
I watched her look  at me over her shoulder with a playful grin as she moved her hips, and I gave a laugh.  
“Are you trying to seduce me?” I joked.
“Maybe,” she grinned with a tease as she continued to shake her ass in a way that almost made me blush.
“Please tell me you’re not going to dance like that tonight. You’ll have the men drooling all over you.” I arched a brow in her direction.
“They can look, but they’ll never touch. I don’t need a man.”  She stopped her dancing and strutted across the living room and dug through her denim bag.  “Who needs a man when I have a rabbit?”
I laughed.  “You and your sex toys…”
“It’s no joke, babe.” She held out an unopened, bright pink vibrator in glossy plastic packaging.  “The only time this thing will let you down is if you need another set of double A’s.  These babies will never lie to you, reject you, betray you or use you in some pathetic college bet.” She gritted her teeth as she added that last part bitterly, and then tossed the package to me.  
“Happy birthday!”
I caught the package with a giggle.  I could use this tonight if Mason comes to mind... No!  No!
I banished any traitorous thoughts coming from that direction.
“Thanks!” I grinned.
We were waiting for Piper to finish getting ready, and then we were going to our favorite Mexican restaurant for tacos and mojitos before heading over to Jackson’s new club in Midtown.
“So…” Elyse got that curious tone in her voice.  Oh no, I can feel it coming.
“Have you heard from Mason lately?  Is he planning on showing up at his cousin’s club tonight?”
My heart fluttered sorely in my chest.  “No, Piper said he’s still in London.”  I was both disappointed and relieved he would not be showing up tonight.
Elyse looked at me silently.  I knew what she was thinking.  I never told her what happened between me and Mason. She had no idea he had planned to use me for revenge, or that he printed surveillance photos of us having sex to mail to my brother.  She was confused about the whole situation, and why I couldn’t talk about it.  I suppose I never mentioned it because I didn’t want to draw extra attention to that horrible subject…
“Do you have any gum?” Elyse asked, attempting to change the subject and lighten the moment.
“Yeah, it’s in my bag,” I pointed to the faux leather bag I bought on a street corner to replace the designer bag Mason had purchased for me.  
“Great, thanks.” Elyse wasted no time opening my bag as she looked for the mint gum I always carried with me.  “I don’t see it.”
“It’s in the side pocket,” I said as I crossed the room to locate it for her.  My bag was an endless abyss of necessities.  She looked through my bag, and then suddenly froze.
“Jill…” Her voice trailed as she pulled out one-half of the ripped check I had hidden in there.
Oh, shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.  It had been buried in the bottom and I had forgotten about it…
“Jill, what is this?” Elyse asked me.  There were deep etches of concern in her blue eyes.  Her brow was furrowed.
I went to swipe it out of her hand, but she dodged away from me and looked at the paper.  She studied the half of the check that had the amount for two million dollars scribbled, along with the signature from Mason’s father, James Woodward.
She looked at me, her blue eyes searching for answers.  “I keep quiet about a lot of things, but this…?  What is this?”
I swallowed hard and looked toward Piper’s bedroom door.  The door was still closed while she was getting ready.
I sat down on the black leather sofa and let out a deep breath.  “Mason’s father tried to bribe me to stay away from him.  This was a few months ago.  It doesn’t make any sense and nothing came of it.  Mason doesn’t know about it, and I keep the check to remind myself why I can’t think of him.”  This is only one of the many reasons why I can’t think of him.
Elyse gave me a direct stare.  Her blue eyes were fiery.  “You mean to tell me that you let his prick of a father push you away?”   She can be so feisty and confrontational sometimes.  She looked at me with hands on both hips.
 I could see her defiance and rebellion simmer, and I took the ripped check from her hands.  I shoved it back into my bag, and then handed her two pieces of gum.
“What, like they think you’re not good enough for him? That’s why you broke up?” She was getting wound up.  I was talking to someone who has spent more than half her life dealing with rejection.  This struck a bad chord with Elyse.  
“No,” I responded crisply.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  Not tonight, okay?” My tone wasn’t sharp; I was asking for understanding.  I couldn’t talk about this without breaking down and tonight wasn’t about wallowing.  Tonight was about going out and having a good time with my friends.
She nodded, visibly relaxing, and then gave me a smile just as Skylar Grey’s album began to
play over the surround sound in the living room.  
“This is our song,” Elyse grinned as she took my hand and forced me to dance with her.  She twirled me around, which was difficult to do since I was wearing strappy black heels and they almost got caught on the rug a few times.  Elyse swayed her hips.  She had such good rhythm and moved her body with such fluidity.  I felt like a stiff robot next to her, and we both giggled at my lack of dance skills.
Our song ended and Skylar Grey’s cover, Love the Way You Lie, quickly began.
I grimaced as I skipped over this song.  It used to be one of my favorites, but it just reminds me too much of Mason.
Elyse rolled her eyes.  “Seriously?”  
I gave a shrug, and then slipped into the bathroom to check my makeup.  I could still hear the music from the living room as I examined my reflection in the mirror.  My dark auburn waves were perfectly tousled this evening and I was wearing an electric blue silk dress I found on sale in a department store.  I didn’t feel stunning, but I had to remind myself that tonight was about having fun and nothing else.
I left the bathroom and found Piper and Elyse sitting on the white sofa in the living room, talking while they waited.  Piper wore a fitting black, v-neck dress with matching heels.  Her chestnut hair was pulled back into a high ponytail and she opted to wear her frames this evening.  The club scene wasn’t exactly her style or mine, but we were going to support her brother’s grand opening.
 
****
 
Dinner with the girls was so much fun, and the mojitos were excellent.  It was great to have a social life, where I could meet with friends and have a job.  I rolled my eyes as I thought of Mason’s contract.  Not tonight, I reminded myself as I banished all thoughts and memories of that man.
“To Jillian on her birthday, and one month away from graduation!” Elyse announced as she clinked her mojito with Piper’s and mine.  
I giggled as I kept my drink in the air while we sat in the booth.  “And Jackson isn’t here, but here’s to him on the success of his club opening!”
“And letting us in free,” Elyse added as Piper smirked slightly.
Jackson’s new nightclub is called Lush.  He loves investing in real estate, but he owns a piano bar in SoHo, which has become very popular.  I’ve never been to the piano bar, but I’ve heard him refer to it as his baby.  There has been so much hype surrounding the grand opening of Lush in recent weeks.  The outside of the club was buzzing with hungry gossip columnists and other media when we arrived in the cab.  Vultures.  I’d lost all respect for them after they circulated those pictures of me unconscious on the stretcher two months ago.  
The media lurked by the entrance, hoping to snag someone important for an interview.  Lights flashed everywhere as I followed Piper inside, and I felt my retinas burn.  I was seeing spots by the time I found myself inside on the main floor.  Half-blind, Elyse and I followed Piper over to a table in the far corner that had been reserved for us.
Once my vision was cleared of the daze, I looked around in awe.  Soft magenta light illuminated the black and white checkered marble that was laid out in an open floor plan.  The large, round bar station was a dark cherry wood.  I could see that the most expensive liquors rested on glass shelves, which were illuminated by a gentle white light.
The scene was packed, but it wasn’t so bad that we couldn’t walk.  The club boasted of four different levels, each with its own theme which gave patrons plenty of room to enjoy and explore as it pleased them.
A waitress dressed in a clingy white dress approached us.  Her copper hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  She flashed us a perky smile.
“Good evening, Mrs. Rochester, Ms. Mendez, and Ms. Pryor.  What will you ladies be drinking tonight?” 
Piper looked up at the waitress and scrunched her nose. The mistake did not go unnoticed.  “No missus, it’s just Piper.  Mr. Jackson Rochester is my brother.”
The waitress looked mortified by her mistake.  “Oh, I’m so sorry.  They have you down as a Mrs. Rochester.  I’m so sorry.  I’ll have that fixed.”
“It’s alright… It’s just that there is no Mrs. Rochester,” Piper murmured.  “But I’ll have a cosmo, please.”
“I’ll have a …” I took a quick glance at the drink menu.  “Make that two cosmos,” I shrugged.
“I’ll take a Sex on the Beach,” Elyse gave a snarky grin, emphasizing the word sex.  Her face was flushed from the mojitos she already had at the restaurant.
“Of course, and again, I’m so sorry about that error.” The waitress looked at Piper apologetically, then darted away to get our drink orders.  Piper looked at us with a pained look on her face
“So gross.” She frowned.
I snorted a giggle at her facial expression.  Once I got to know Piper, I found her to have a very dry wit.
I looked around at the club.  The music provided a pulsating energy and I could see people on the dance floor moving to the rhythm.  Lights danced fluidly over the checkered marble.  Within five minutes, the floor had become more packed, and the round bar station was now brimming with business. 
“Well, there’s the birthday girl,” a sultry male voice crept up behind me and I felt a firm clasp on my shoulder.  The unexpected greeting was enough to make me jolt.  I gasped, startled.
“Oh my God, Jax.” Piper admonished. “Why do you always have to sneak up on people like that?”
Jackson only grinned.  He stood as tall as Mason, but looked nothing like his cousin.  He wore a crisp light gray suit with a matching dark and light gray pin stripe tie.  His wavy chestnut hair was combed away from his face and he was all business in appearance.  There was a very commanding presence surrounding Jackson.  There was something very strong, yet dark, about the way he carried himself.  He exuded an air of confidence and power, but it was very different than the way Mason commanded such attention.  Jackson was always smiling and could be very outgoing and sociable when he wanted to be. Then, there were times when he preferred to remain in the shadows and watch people from afar.  Like his cousin, he was an enigma.  Still, I found it easy to feel comfortable around him.  Elyse was another story.
His light green eyes were friendly as he made his rounds at the table, greeting us.  Then, his eyes fixated on Elyse.
“Well, hello there, Ms…?”
Elyse seemed to visibly freeze up around Jackson.  Her face was pink.  She remained stiff, and he waited patiently for her response.
“Ly.” She gave a short response.  I didn’t understand her strange behavior around Piper’s brother.  She was always so bold.  Her behavior made zero sense.
Her face continued changing shades until it was a dark pink under his scrutinous gaze.  He seemed to be enjoying his level of intimidation as his green eyes bore down on her with a smirk.
“Oh for the love of...” Piper suddenly spoke up. “Jackson, leave Elyse alone.”
He paused momentarily, and then chuckled.  He then removed his gaze from Elyse, looked at his sister, then to me.
“What do you ladies think?  This might be my pride and joy.” He gestured around the open layout.
“This place is amazing.  Congratulations,” I gave him a big smile.
Ever since the accident down the stairs, Jackson has checked on me frequently.  I think he felt responsible because the accident happened in his home, during his party.
“Thanks, Jill,” Jax grinned. “You look fantastic by the way.  Happy Birthday.  Drinks are on me.  Anything you want.  You too, sis.”
He looked at Elyse, who still remained uncharacteristically flushed and quiet at the table.  “And you, don’t be shy.  Let me know if you need anything.” He winked at her, and her face became the color of a beet.
He walked away to make his business rounds, and Elyse sat quietly at the table until he was gone from sight.  Piper and I looked at her with raised brows.
At that moment, our drinks arrived and Elyse took hers and drank deeply. 
“Are you okay, Ly?” I asked.  
She looked up with a bright, fake smile.  “Oh yeah, I’m fine.  This is the best Sex on the Beach I’ve ever had.”  She took another deep sip and very quickly downed the contents of her glass.
“It’s okay, honey.  He has that effect on most women,” Piper gave a sympathetic smile.  She patted Elyse’s shoulder as she stood.  “I need the restroom.  I’ll be back.”
When she walked away, Elyse clasped my hand.  “Let’s dance!”  
“Oh, no… it’s too crowded!” I said, suddenly very mortified.  The last time I danced around strangers, it was at Jackson’s party and it was not this crowded.  It was also slow dancing, something I’m much more comfortable with.  I can’t dance and I feel like a clown jumping up and down senselessly.
I pulled my hand away from hers, but she already had too many drinks in her to care.  She took my hand more firmly and pulled me over to the dance floor.  Violet strobe lights danced around our heads as Elyse began to move her body to the beat of the music.  The music reverberated around us as I stiffly and uncomfortably moved next to her.  She was already into the beat of the music, but I wasn’t drunk enough for this.  Someone tall and strong bumped into me on the crowded dance floor and I nearly fell into Elyse, who remained oblivious.
“Hey, easy there.” Strong hands reached around to steady me.
I looked up and saw six feet of lean muscle grinning down at me.  Actually, it was more like a smirk.  His light brown hair fell into his blue eyes.  He wore a black fitted shirt with dark wash jeans.  Wow.
“Whoa, thanks,” I laughed nervously as he steadied me back on my feet.
His eyes darted over to Elyse briefly.  She was preoccupied, dancing with herself.  He looked down at me with another charming grin as his eyes roved over my body and then fixated on my breasts before he looked at my face.  He was a smooth talker.  A real charmer.  I could already sense it.
“Let me buy you a drink.”  
“Thanks, but I already reached my limit for tonight,” I smiled.
“I doubt that.  One more won’t hurt, doll face.” He winked down at me.
“Do you typically push drinks on women without knowing their names?” I asked with a flirty grin.
“I can push a lot more than a drink, doll.” He bestowed a half-smirk and then winked. 
I admit, he was hot.  Really hot.
I felt myself flush slightly and I looked away from his smirk.
“I had a few mojitos already, earlier.”
“Seems they didn’t work much, did they?” His blue eyes were entertained as they assessed me keenly.
I shrugged and smiled.  I do not have much practice in flirting and never considered myself much of a vixen, but this guy seemed to make flirting easy.
I opened my mouth to give him a coy response, but stopped as my eyes fell on the rounded bar just off to the side, behind the stranger. 
My heart did a triple leap in my chest when I saw him. It appears he had been watching my interaction with the handsome stranger.  Mason’s gaze burnt into me.  He wore a crisp white button down and dark gray pants. How long has he been here, watching me? His hair was longer than he usually kept it, and he sported possibly week-old scruff.  
His appearance was rugged, tormented and he was clearly sleep deprived.  His expression was as murderous as it was in the gossip blog I’d read only hours earlier.  He held a whiskey glass in one hand so tightly I thought it might shatter in his grasp.  His other hand was wrapped around the hip of a woman who hung on his side.  She was beautiful, tall and slim with bronze skin that glowed under her tight-fitting red dress.  I don’t even know if I could call it a dress.  It was so tight on her body, it fit more like underwear.  The dress was cut so low her breasts were about to pop out.  The sheer lace that stitched up the sides left almost nothing to the imagination.  Way to go, Mason.  You picked a winner.
Another woman approached the bar and obviously began complimenting him.  This one kept her hands off Mason.  Her auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she was dressed more modestly in a silky white number.  Oh, she’s one of the waitresses.
Still, Mason paid no attention to either of the women as he stared me down with a tumultuous gaze.  I know I looked like a deer in the headlights as my heart palpitated within my flushed chest.  The man standing next to me on the dance floor turned and looked toward the direction I was staring, and then turned back to me, uncaring.  He stuck his thumb in Mason’s direction blatantly.
“Is that your man staring me down with daggers?” He gave a huge grin, as though the idea of it gave him a thrill.
My face contorted into a sour expression at his question.  “No.” My tone was bitter.  “I don’t want anything to do with him.” 
The man looked down at me intently and then nodded with a laugh.  “Right, keep telling yourself that.”
My eyes widened as I prepared to argue, and then the stranger grabbed my face with two hands and kissed me, hard and rough.  
I was caught by such surprise.  When I gathered my senses, I pulled myself away.  “What are you doing?  You don’t even know my name!”
“I know enough.” The handsome stranger winked.  “You should thank me.  I just did you a favor.”  
What the fuck?  Arrogant prick.
I exhaled shakily as I looked over at Mason, but he’d left the bar.  Maybe he didn’t see the display.  Maybe if he had seen it, he wouldn’t have cared.  You shouldn’t care either.  He’s obviously not missing you… I reminded myself.
I turned back to the stranger who’d just accosted me with a kiss, but he was nowhere to be seen.  What the hell?  I looked around the dance floor, but I couldn’t see over the ocean of people on the main floor.
I found Piper sitting at the glass table sipping her drink.  She was talking with a random waitress and they seemed really friendly.  Piper pulled out her cell phone and it looked like they were exchanging phone numbers. I didn’t want to interrupt their exchange so I approached the round bar instead.
A beautiful blonde, up-and-coming singer began singing on the main stage.  Her music presented a vibrant energy in the club and people began cheering and dancing, but I couldn’t pay attention to the music.  The front floor was alive with dancing, since almost everyone present flocked to her performance.  Mason had vanished along with that slutty-dressed vixen.  I felt a stabbing pain in my chest, knowing fully well what they were up to at this very moment.  Tears pricked my eyes, and a hammering pounded within my chest as disgusting thoughts of what he was doing with her intruded my mind.  I pushed through the crowds as I tried to locate the restroom.  I felt more conflicted than ever...
Wait, what am I doing?  
I stopped in my tracks.  I thought back my short stay in the hospital.  Elyse mentioned that Mason had stayed the night with me, despite hospital policy.  He has always been a man to get his own way.  When I was finally coherent, the realization of what he’d been planning flooded back to my memory.  I was so angry with him.
 
***
 
Two months earlier...
 
My head was pounding.  The pain medication was wearing off.  I needed a nurse…  I touched the side of my face and felt the tender, swollen bruises that covered the right side of my face in blotches.  The beeping of my heart monitor was like nails on a chalkboard, due to my pulsing headache.  I suffered bruised ribs, a concussion, and the doctors kept me overnight to monitor my condition.  I faintly overheard them telling my mom and Travis they ran some tests, because they were worried about bleeding and swelling. 
Mason was there when the fog finally subsided.  I had no clue if he’d had any interaction with mom or Travis at the hospital, because all I could experience at the time was either the pain or the fog from the pain medication.  For a fleeting second, I was glad to see him when I woke, and then the memories crashed down on me.  It hurt worse than the unbearable agony I was feeling throughout my entire body.
“No,” I shook my head weakly, and it only made my head throb worse.  “Go away.”  
I didn’t have the strength to deal with his bullshit.
“Jillian, let me talk,” he demanded calmly as I lie in the hospital bed.  I tried to sit up, but a sharp jabbing in my ribs caused me to wince and I threw my head back onto the pillow.
He clasped my hand but I yanked it away, nearly pulling out the IV in my hand.  I looked up at him furiously, and my blood pressure spiked on the monitor.  I winced when the monitor beeped more profusely.  The noise was piercing against this migraine.
Mason looked at the machine and then his gaze turned down at me.  His light brown eyes were hollow with sadness.
“I’m so sorry,” he spoke hoarsely as an unreadable mask suddenly consumed his face.  He lifted my hand, and kissed it tenderly.
“Goodbye, Jillian.” He turned, left the hospital room, and that was the last time I’d seen him… until tonight.  I haven’t forgotten the look in his eyes as he said he was sorry.  It’s haunted me every day for nearly two months.  I was so angry.  I felt so betrayed, so used, so cheap.  I needed time.  
Apparently, Mason needed no time at all.
 
***
 
Present Day
 
The women’s restroom was located within a long corridor that was lined with mirrors.  Just in case one mirror was not enough, patrons had the option of about twenty.  Soft magenta light filtered through the ceiling lights and the corridor provided surround sound from the stage performance in the front.  At this moment, the corridor was empty since most of the patrons were enjoying the show.  Jax had mentioned he had a string of popular artists lined up for the grand opening of Lush this evening.  
I pressed my hand to the mahogany door of the women’s restroom to push it open.  I needed to get myself together and freshen my makeup.  At the far end of the corridor, a woman exited through one of the doors and locked it behind herself.  She was the waitress who served our drinks on the main floor, the one who mistook Piper for being Jackson’s wife rather than his sister. She didn’t see me because the far end of the hall had less light filtering through.  I didn’t even realize there were other doors in the corridors.  Perhaps they were conference rooms.  I wasn’t familiar with the layout of nightclubs, but this one seemed extraordinary at best.
 Suddenly, Jackson rounded the corner on the opposite end, and she nearly bumped into him.  The music from the front stage reverberated in the corridor and I could barely hear their voices talking.  
“I am so sorry,” she said quickly and dropped to her knees.  She placed her hands within her lap and would not look up at him.
Okay...?  
This night was getting more bizarre by the minute.  Jackson looked annoyed as he stared down at her with blazing eyes.  He lifted her and straightened her to her feet.  His characteristic charming smile was lost on his face as he stared down the woman.
“I said, not here,” he spoke sternly.  There was a quiet tenacity to his voice as she quickly stood to her feet.  I slipped into the bathroom at this moment.  I was never one to spy on other people, and I definitely couldn’t have Piper’s brother noticing I had been watching them. 
What the fuck?  That short scene lasted only two seconds at most, but it was really weird. The bathroom door was open a crack and I heard the door at the farthest end of the hall close behind them as they disappeared from the corridor.  
This is none of my business, I reminded myself… but I couldn’t help but wonder why the waitress was on her knees in front of him in that pose.  Jackson looked irritated.  I had never seen him like that. 
I freshened up in the bathroom and fixed my hair, which had become slightly mussed from bumping into that handsome stranger on the dance floor.
My mind wasn’t on that man or his abrupt kiss, though.  Mason’s turbulent expression invaded my thoughts relentlessly.  I was angry with myself for feeling so jealous of his hand on another woman’s body.  I was annoyed that I felt so resentful for reading those ridiculous gossip blogs about his relationship with some wealthy woman in London.  I shouldn’t care.  He used me and tried to hurt me in the worst way to get back at my brother.  I sucked on my lower lip as my mind whirled with thoughts.  The mahogany door closed behind me as I exited the bathroom.  My mind was so consumed with thoughts of him that I walked straight into a tall, muscular body.  The masculine scent was so familiar, too familiar, and I felt his strong hands grab me as I nearly bounced off him and stumbled back.
I gasped from the surprise as his grasp on my arms steadied my body.  I looked up, my eyes trailing from the dark gray denim that hugged his muscular thighs, to the crisp white button-down shirt that he kept untucked.  I savored the outline of the taut muscles beneath his shirt.  Finally, my gaze locked with his.  His eyes bore down on me, intense and stormy.  I felt chills wash over my body.  
Oh. My. God…  
He never relaxed his grasp on my arms.  He said nothing as he stood there, staring down at me, assessing keenly.  
He wants one thing.  Get your shit together, I told myself quietly.  I tried to pull away from him, but he held me there as though I hadn’t tried to move at all.  
“What do you want?  Have you come to collect?” I snapped, desperately trying to ignore the way my body was reacting to his scent and the way he was holding me.  
“Collect what?” His perfect British voice was raspy as he stared down at me.  
“You know, the contract terms.  You want your last month-”
“Fuck the contract.” His tone was terse as he interrupted me.
My dark eyes widened at the inflection in his voice.  
“I tore the damn thing to shreds, and then watched it burn.”
What?  His body pressed against mine, and I instinctively moved away until I felt my back pressed against the mirrored wall.  He pressed his palms into the wall, as his body pinned me in place.  My heart jumped in my chest by the overwhelming demand of his presence.  Then I saw the fire in his eyes as he watched the reflection of us in the mirror. 
“Why would you do that to the contract?” I asked in a hushed voice.  My voice was haughty and defiant as I desperately tried to pretend he had no effect on me whatsoever.  What a joke.  I felt my panties dampen by the second.  My heart was hammering in my chest from the adrenaline and the raging desire I had for this man.
“You know why,” he answered me in a gravelly voice that was low and silky in my ear.  A lock of thick, black hair fell into his perfect light brown eyes.  I am so weak, and so fucked.
His face leaned lower, and I thought he might kiss me.  No, NO.  I need answers.  I felt a sliver of composure return to me and I seized the moment.  
“Don’t touch me.  You don’t get to do that anymore!” My voice was a low hiss.  
My heart was hammering in my chest from the adrenaline coursing through my veins.  I attempted to push him away from me.  I didn’t really have the strength to push him away, but he stepped back and I straightened my body.  I moved away from the wall and smoothed my dress as I took a deep gulp of air.  I knew my face was as red as I felt hot all over.
Mason looked down at me, assessing me quietly with a smirk in his eyes.  He circled around me in one slow, quiet prowl.  I followed him with my eyes as I felt a shiver of delicious excitement despite my inner turmoil against him.  Damn him and his confidence...
“On the contrary, Ms. Pryor.  You want me to touch you…”
I felt him behind me, moving my hair off one shoulder.  A single finger traced the quickened pulse in my neck.  My skin heated against his feathery touch.  I swallowed hard.  Tingles escaped down my spine and pooled between my thighs.
“In fact, you miss my touch…” He spoke softly, but the words were commanding as though he was stating a fact and not an assumption.
He tilted my head to the side as he began planting a lustful, passionate trail down my neck with his mouth.  I closed my eyes, trying to maintain my composure.  Or perhaps it was because I was enjoying the pleasure of his touch.  NO!  I need my mind intact.
His hands skimmed up my sides, brushing along my hips and waist, nearly touching my breasts, and then trailing back down to my hips.  Oh hell…
“Mason-”
“You’re going to listen to what I have to say, Jillian.  I’ve waited two months for five minutes.” His tone was direct and I felt his warm breath in my ear.  
Those words and that tone weakened my defenses even more.  I felt like a traitor to myself for allowing him to touch me like this.
But God, I missed this.  I missed him... I can’t. He betrayed me.  He used me like a toy.
That fact lashed at me like the crack of a whip, and I felt myself become stiff and rigid again.  
“What do you want?” I asked, leaning back against the wall as I looked up at him.  
I needed some distance between us.  Apparently, he didn’t feel the same way.  He pressed his palms flat against the wall, one on each side of my head.  He wasn’t touching me, but I felt the heat radiating off his body.  Oh my God…
He suddenly grabbed my arms and whirled me around, planting my front firmly against the mirrored wall.  His tall, hard body pressed against me.
The large, stiff bulge in his pants pressed against my ass as his lips grazed my ear.
I should feel assaulted… I should feel...
“Tell me to stop.” His growl was a dare.  
I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn’t think clearly… 
“Mason…” My voice sounded more like a plea.  Pathetic.
He didn’t acknowledge my plea.  He planted light, sensuous kisses from my ear down to the nape of my neck.
“Come home with me.” This wasn’t a request.  It was a demand.
“Why?” I asked breathily. 
“I’m going to have you in my bed.  Over my desk.  On my dining table.  In the shower.”  He was stating facts, not assumptions.  His voice was husky as he tried to maintain his control and his composure in the dimly lit corridor.
I felt his hands rake up my body, and my silk dress inched higher on my thighs as Mason continued testing his boundaries.  I bit down hard on my lower lip.  His hand was strong and confident as it slipped beneath the lace of my panties.  I let out a soft mewl as I felt his breath in my ear.  He let out a groan as he felt how wet I was.
“Fuck, Jillian.” His fingers rubbed my clit in soft, circular strokes.  I let out a deep breath, trying to fight the pleasure he gave me.  Wait, why was I mad at him?  
His perfect fingers applied more pressure as he rubbed me down there, teasing my slit.  I felt my desire pooling even more.  My breath was shaky as his body remained pressed firmly against my back, pinning me against the mirror.  I couldn’t see, but I know he was watching my face in the reflection.
“You’re so tense, baby.  We need to do something about that.” His voice was sinfully seductive in my ear. “Let me take care of you.”
He suddenly plunged two fingers into my pussy, thrusting at an agonizingly slow rate.  I let out a moan as heat flooded my body.  Without realizing it, I arched my ass into his fingers, giving him easier access.  He rewarded me with a more furious tempo.  I cried out softly as I felt his breathing against my neck.  The pressure built up within me as his fingers hit the perfect spot.  Then, he added a third finger.  Electric pulses of pleasure reverberated within my core. 
“You like that, darling?  I knew you missed me.  You want my cock driving hard inside that tight, slick little pussy.  Long and deep.”
His fingers continued relentlessly within me.  In and out, in and out.  I could hear the slick, wet suction as his fingers worked their magic.  I couldn’t contain my whimpers as my face remained pressed against the glass of the mirror.  The pressure was overwhelming.  I was close.  So close.  I clenched around his furious fingers.
“I want your pleasure.  I want it all.  Give it to me, darling.”  He cajoled into my ear, just as he did that first time in his office.  “Now.”  
He growled into my ear, and I surrendered.  The climax was profound as it ripped through my body, sending tremors down to the apex of my thighs.  The erotic fantasies I’d been inhibiting for the last two months came alive at this very moment and I felt the aftershocks in my hyper-sensitive pussy.  
Mason circled my clit very lightly as I came back down from that intense orgasm.  He repositioned my panties, and pulled the silk of my dress down over my thighs.  Then, he tenderly kissed the nape of my neck.  It was such a sweet, intimate move that it caught me by complete surprise.
The orgasm relaxed my body, but I was still hurt and angry with Mason.  After I’d calmed down, I remembered why I told him to stay away from me.  I caught a reflection of myself standing in front of him.  I was embarrassed by my state: mussed hair, and my face was flushed crimson red.  I couldn’t turn to face him, even though I caught his reflection in the mirror.  He was standing behind me, staring down at me keenly.
He’d given me a much-needed, intense orgasm and I could think more clearly now.  I stared at him as he watched me through the mirror.
Are you going to let yourself become his pawn again?  I asked myself this question silently.  He thinks he can have whatever he wants, when he wants it. 
I sucked in a deep breath and pulled myself away from his body.  An epiphany suddenly came to me; I didn’t know if I had it in me, but I wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine.  All of my life, I’ve been labeled “sweet.”  I’ve become a pushover.  I was tired of being sweet, and I had reached my limit. 
I smoothed my dress and raked my fingers through my hair.  I bit down on my lower lip as I glanced over my shoulder at him.  
“I haven’t had an orgasm like that since the last time you touched me,” I whispered softly.  I fluttered my lashes delicately and looked up at him with the best doe eyes I could manage.
Mason’s eyes were fiery as he looked down at me.  His smirk was confident... too confident.  
“Imagine how your body will writhe against my cock,” he bent forward and wrapped his arms around my torso, pressing his hard groin into my ass.  I closed my eyes slightly.
“Oh, yes?  I can tell you need it, too,” I whimpered as my hips began to swivel against his raging cock.  I heard his groan in my ear.  
“You have no idea,” he responded as his hands pulled my body closer; I was now pinned against the hardness of his muscles.  I did my best to keep my mind focused as the scent of him enveloped me.
“I think I have some idea,” I hummed as my hips moved against his tented bulge.  I’d never been one to practice seduction, but my determination to come out of this in one piece is what fueled my moves.
“Mmm…” I moaned as he thrust his cock into the crevice of my ass, through the silk of my blue dress.  
“Fuck, Jill,” he growled as I rubbed against him.  “One of these days I’m going to claim this ass.  Then I’ll have all your cherries.”
Those words were so hot, and I felt a rush flood south, but I wasn’t going to succumb to his smooth words.  Not this time.  I can play my own game.
“It’s too tight,” I whimpered, grinding against his thrusting.  “You won’t fit.”
“Trust me, baby.  I’ll make it fit.  I’ll make you feel so good…” His voice trailed as he became possessive, lost in the moment.
“Oh, Mason.” I moaned softly. “If you could choose one, would you choose my ass or my mouth?”  I swiveled my hips harder against his stiffness.  He was nearly unraveled, and I was enjoying this.
“Shit, Jillian,” Mason grunted as his hands fiercely gripped both of my breasts. “If I only had to choose one, I’d choose that sweet, tight little pussy.  You need my cock.”
His dirty talk still drove heat through my body, but I had to ignore it.  
“Mm.  If only.”   
I stepped away from him, and it left him caught by surprise as I began walking away, and then I stopped and turned to look at him over my shoulder.
“Thank you so much for the orgasm.  That was such a thoughtful birthday gift.” I smiled.  My heart was thumping in my chest.  Mason’s face was crimson; his gaze burned through me.
“What. The. Fuck. Jillian.” He roared.
Getting burnt like this was a first for him, obviously.  I had to remain cool, even though my heart was raging in my chest.  
“Where have you been these past two months, Mason? Why now?” I blurted as my glare met his scorching stare. “And where’s that slutty booty call I saw you with?  Does your honey in London know about her?”
Mason only responded with an irritated groan.  He raked a hand over his beet red face in severe frustration.



Chapter 2
 
Mason
 
 
 
Goddamn.
Fuck the papers.  Fuck the gossip.  Bloody hell.  I was furious with my father for fueling the whispers of a non-existent engagement which have clearly reached the only woman I love.
I looked down at Jillian with blazing need for her.  She was still flushed all over from the way my fingers made love to her needy cunt.  My own heart was thumping wildly in my chest.  I had so much I needed to say to her, and thanks to her deliberate torment on my cock, I ached beneath the restraint of my denim.  I couldn’t bloody think straight.  It was difficult to put any rational thoughts together when all I wanted to do was taste her and fuck her in every way imaginable.  I appreciated the game she played at, and despised it all at the same time.  She needed a good spanking and a good fuck to start. I saw the conflict all over her face.  She was still angry, and I noted the jealousy on her face regarding the half-dressed broad she saw me with at the bar.
As I stared down at her, I recognized everything Jillian didn’t understand.  I thought back to earlier in the day when I had stepped off the private jet.   My phone buzzed with an incoming text message and I retrieved it from the inside pocket of my suit jacket.
Piper: You should come tonight.  She misses you.
I had just landed in New York after a long flight from London.  I was sleep deprived and conflicted.  As my luggage was loaded into the back of my waiting Benz, I sent my cousin a quick response: Bullshit.
Piper:
I find her looking at your pictures online when she thinks nobody is looking.
Well, fuck me.  Is that so?   I couldn’t stop the grin on my face.  This was possibly the first time I’d cracked a smile in about eight weeks.  It had been a grueling two months, back and forth between Vegas and London.  After Jillian’s accident, I became responsible for a pile of drama and complications that transpired within my family in London.  I never intended to remain in London for as long as I had, but personal commitments kept me from leaving.
“Mason?”  Jillian’s voice broke me from my thoughts.  She was annoyed at my silence, taking it as confirmation to her speculation.
“I don’t have time for this,” She pushed past me to leave, but I grabbed her wrist.  “Go fuck yourself… or a thousand women.  See if I care.” 
Ouch, darling.  That hurt.  I kept my grasp on her wrist and watched her turn to look up at me.  I knew she didn’t mean it, not entirely.
“Are you referring to the woman who was hanging on me earlier?  I didn’t come here for her.  She picked a bad time and place to try to pick up business.” 
Jillian blanched.  “I saw your hand on her waist, Mason.”
My brow furrowed.  “You spotted me half a second after she took my hand and placed it there.  Don’t worry, love.  She’s been escorted out of the premises.  Jackson has never tolerated solicitation in any of his businesses.”
I leaned forward, and caressed her ear with my lips.  “As if she could remotely compete with you.”
Her body careened into mine as I whispered those words into her ear, but it was fleeting.  Her dark eyes looked up, and locked with my own.  Her hand casually brushed across my throbbing cock.  She smiled coyly.
“The gossip papers are having a field day with your new romance in London,” she said bitterly.  
I didn’t like that tone coming from her.  I wanted nothing more than to bend her over my knee and spank it out of her, and then fuck her sore.  I kept my composure, however.  I had a great deal of frustration from personal conflicts that had nothing to do with Jillian, and I could not displace that on her.  I was determined to bring her home with me tonight.
“Oh, indeed they are, but that’s all it is, Jillian. Gossip.”  I assessed her keenly.  “Tell me, darling. Are you jealous?”
Her face suddenly contorted into disgust.  “No, I am not jealous, Mason.  I still remember what you tried to do to me.”
“Oh, I remember very well what I just did to you, not five minutes ago.”  I could only smirk.  “If you truly hated me, you wouldn’t have creamed all over my fingers.”
I watched her suck on her lower lip.  She looked so fuckable with that flushed face.  I watched her chest heave up and down heavily as she struggled internally.  This scenario was difficult for me as well. I’ve become proficient in the art of seduction. I never had to work so much for a woman before Jillian. I enjoyed fucking with their minds and watching them melt around me.  I enjoyed bringing them to the peak, and then witness them come undone.  It had always been so easy.
Jillian. She melted at my touch and let me finger fuck her to orgasm, but she didn’t bend as easily as I anticipated. She has changed in the last two months, and I only have myself to thank for that.  She’d turned the tables on me and I was frustrated.  She was playing her own game of payback. 
I refused to lose.
“Come home with me,” I prompted.  
“I don’t think that would be a good idea.”  She answered casually.
Bollocks.
“Why the fuck not?”  I demanded an answer.
Jillian smoothed her mussed waves behind her ear.  “I won’t fall back into being another plaything for you.  Excuse me.” 
She pulled her wrist away, and I removed my grasp.  I watched her take a few steps down the hall.  The show on the front stage must have ended because the hall began to fill with people headed to the restroom.
I moved through the crowds and stepped in front of her, blocking her path to the main floor.  “I’m not giving up on you, Jill. You will see that I have never stopped loving you.”
She blanched at my words, and the gesture was painful to watch.  
“Have dinner with me.” I prompted, forgetting the speech I’d practiced earlier in the evening.  I hated feeling so bloody out of control.  
Jillian blinked a few times at my offer, completely caught off-guard.  “Are you asking me on a date? Or is this an order?”
“We’ll talk and then you can decide once and for all.” 
For a fleeting moment, Jillian seemed to have softened, and then she rolled her eyes.
“Decide what, Mason?  Should I decide whether I want to keep letting you toy with me?  You’ve been a real wake up call.  Thanks for that.”  
She moved away from me, and I felt what was left of my heart walk away with her.  She’d left me like a fool, standing in the hall.  I was at a loss.
 
****
 
An hour had progressed and I couldn’t help myself.  I couldn’t take my eyes off Jillian.  I watched, from a distance, as she laughed and talked with Piper and Elyse over drinks. Jackson was especially kind to them, showering them with endless drinks and appetizers of their choosing.  I didn’t approve of Jillian’s third cosmo.  Then Elyse took Jill’s hand and I watched them dance together under the violet lights.  The girls moved their bodies together and I watched Jill bite her lower lip as she tried to keep up with her saucy friend. She caught my gaze briefly from the dance floor, and then casually glanced my way every so often to check if I was watching.
Oh, yes, I’m taking it all in, darling.
She caught my gaze as I watched her body move with her friend.  She was buzzed from the two cosmos, and I fought to control my wits.  She smiled at me like a sly fox and began to move her hips in a slow, circular motion.  It reminded me of the way she used to ride my cock.  She was fucking with me, and there was something spectacular and incredibly arousing about this side to Jillian. 
Fuck. Me.
A few blokes came up to them and danced with Jill.  She was completely uninhibited at this point, and moved her body, sandwiched between the two bastards.  I fought my horrendous struggle to not storm over there and drag her away from those pricks.  She was Mine.  My tormenting vixen. I had no one to blame for this, but myself.  I was the one who stirred something within her.  I saw it in the spark within her dark eyes when she looked up at me, just before she left me in the hall.
After toying with me for some time, she left the dance floor to get some water from the round bar.  I seized the moment and approached her as she waited for her order.  She was sweaty and flushed crimson.  
“You tease,” I murmured to her amongst the other patrons who were lost in their own conversation.  I still expected her to acquiesce at any moment.
She looked over to me, but said nothing.  The bartender handed her the ice water and she took several sips.  She watched Elyse continue dancing under the lights, distracting herself from conversing with me any further.
At that moment, Jackson approached us at the bar.  He slapped his hand on my shoulder and gripped too firmly.
“Glad to see you show your face tonight, cuz.”  Jax gave his typical smirk.
“Yes, well, I can say the same for you.  It’s good to see you’ve descended from your estate in New Rochelle to mingle with humankind.”
“I had personal matters to attend to,” Jackson gave a cryptic response, but a knowing grin.  “I’m sure you can understand.”
“Not quite to that degree,” I answered.  I looked down to Jillian, who watched the exchange between us quietly.  She looked at Jackson with a puzzled expression.
Jackson leaned in slightly, “... Speaking of, I should have taken your advice.”  
“Didn’t quite work out?” I murmured, feeling Jillian’s eyes on us.
“We’ll discuss later,” Jackson mumbled, and then his eyes fell on Jillian as she continued assessing our conversation.
He cleared his throat and then grinned.  “Are you enjoying the evening, Ms. Pryor?”
She nodded with a grin. “I had the best cosmos ever.  I’ve never been to a nightclub before, so this has been a fun first for me.”
“You can come back anytime.” Jackson gave her his professional business grin that he reserved for special patrons or business investors.
His eyes suddenly caught Elyse on the dance floor.  At this point, she was dancing against another drunk brunette.  Jackson’s gaze became fixated on her.
The brunette who Elyse had been dancing with suddenly moved off the dance floor and joined a group of friends she must have accompanied.  A random man suddenly began dancing with Elyse and she immediately moved away from him.
Jax quirked a brow.  “I see your friend is having a good time.  Does she prefer women only?”
Jillian nearly choked on the water she’d been sipping.  Jackson was never one to dance around any subject, and his straightforwardness caught Jillian by surprise.
“No, she’s had some bad experiences with men… things haven’t been easy for her,” Jillian responded pointedly.  She frowned slightly, but said nothing more about Elyse.
I caught the lustful, icy stare my cousin gave Jillian’s friend.  Christ.  Not this one, Jax.  Jillian mentioned Elyse had trust issues; she should be the last person on his radar.  And yet, there he was, blatantly studying every inch of that girl’s body.
I leaned in and whispered to him. “NO.”
Jax only grinned and ordered the bartender to get me a gin and tonic.
Jillian looked between us and then moved off the stool she’d been sitting on.  Without a word, she moved to the dance floor and fetched Elyse.  Together, the girls returned to their table, where Piper had been in a deep conversation with another woman.  I’d leave Jillian alone for the rest of the evening, but I was determined to ultimately have her to myself.



Chapter3
 
Jillian
 
 
 
My body betrays me.  The way I respond so quickly to the memories of him is terrifying.  Despite my resentment, I continued to fantasize about him as I sat in class, and as I sat at the receptionist desk in Piper’s practice.  The stunt I pulled Friday night at the club toyed with my body as much as it toyed with Mason’s.  I just wanted to give him a little taste of his own medicine.  There is no denying what I do to him.  There’s no doubt he’s genuinely attracted to me, Jillian Pryor, a nobody from Brooklyn.  At night, I would lay in my bed, hugging my pillow as I stared up at the dark ceiling.  My memories of him had become so vivid as I rested in bed.  
I can almost feel his hands, strong and dominating, as they grip my hips and pull me over the edge of the bed...  
My ass hangs over the bed as I wrap my thighs around him.  He moves forward and hovers over my entire body, overpowering me.  The scent of him still lingers so strongly in my mind.  I feel his lips on mine before they trail in feather light kisses down to my breasts.  He claims each nipple as though he owns my entire body, and he does.  His tongue trails over my breasts roughly, planting lush kisses, one by one, down to the apex of my thighs.  I’m soaking down there.  I need him so badly I ache.
“I need you,” I plead.
“Beg me.” His voice is harsh and commanding as he looms over me, pressing his thick cock into my slick folds, not quite penetrating me yet.  
He’s shirtless, sporting nothing but the black silk tie that still hangs loosened around his neck.  His perfectly muscled, olive torso presses against my body as he sucks on my breasts again, lightly bruising them.  I let out a soft moan and grab the black tie still around his neck.  He suddenly jerks my hands above my head.  His eyes are flaring with lust as he looks down at me.  He suddenly grabs me, and roughly flips me over onto my stomach.
“Fucking beg me to give you every inch,” he says as he pulls my head back by my scalp.
His hands caress down my back, sending shivers down my spine, until he reaches my wetness.  Two fingers rub my pussy with such expertise and I moan.  His other hand pins my head down to the mattress.
“Mason-”  
Beep! Beep! Beep!
My obnoxious alarm clock blared at six a.m., pulling me out of my dream.  I groaned and pulled the pillow over my head before I slid out of the bed.  I showered and dressed to the tunes of Metallica.  Coffee and music were the perfect morning combination. It’s been my morning tradition since I was old enough to appreciate music. I grew up under the influence of my brother’s tastes.  I was basically raised by a grunge rocker.  Travis used to pull out my dad’s old guitar and play it in my ear whenever I refused to get out of bed in the morning.  Now, the sounds of bass and drums have become a security blanket.  
I finished getting ready and then joined Piper in the kitchen where she was rummaging through the refrigerator.  
“We need to stock up,” she sighed. 
“I’ll pick up a few things tonight after the office closes,” I said.  I moved my way around the small kitchen as I set up the percolator to brew some coffee. The rich smell of dark roast quickly filled the tiny kitchen.
Piper’s apartment was small, but very comfortable. It wasn’t anything fancy like Mason’s, and she never bothered with a housekeeper and never insisted on a French press.  Sometimes she brought women over, and I stayed out of her hair.  I gave her a portion of my paycheck every month for rent and utilities and we got along just fine as roommates.
“Oh right. Don’t forget Jackson is meeting us for dinner.  That new burger joint in SoHo just opened.  He’s bringing a friend.  Did Elyse say if she’s coming?”
“Wait.  Jax has friends?” I blurted.  I didn’t mean to be rude, it was simple curiosity.  Sometimes I lacked a filter.  Piper turned to look at me.  She suddenly started laughing and I nearly spilled the coffee I was pouring as I started giggling.  As I calmed myself, I handed her the yellow porcelain mug and took a sip from my own.  
 
****
 
I can’t imagine Jackson eating a burger anywhere, no matter how swanky or upscale the restaurant claims to be.  Guys like Jackson and Mason didn’t go out to eat burgers and fries.  They ate filet mignon or the type of Italian pasta I can’t pronounce.  I figured it would be interesting to see a guy like Jackson Rochester sitting in a burger joint.  Elyse was going to meet us there when her shift at the coffee shop ended.
I walked with Piper into the new restaurant.  It had a cozy feel to it and there was a jukebox and a pool table off to the side.  Jackson was already there, wearing a white linen shirt and dark wash jeans.  He was standing at the bar with another man who was almost as tall.  The man’s back was to me as he leaned over the bar counter with a beer.  He straightened and turned to face me and my eyes widened.  
Good God.  It’s the stranger who kissed me at the club last Friday!
“Jill, Piper.  This is Ian.” Jackson introduced as Ian held his hand out to Piper.  I spotted a trail of black ink from beneath the bicep of his shirt sleeve.  He wore a regular white crewneck T-shirt and ripped jeans.  The lean muscles in his chest and biceps made that shirt look so good.  His longish light brown hair hung in his blue eyes slightly.  Without the magenta lights of the night club shining all over, he looked even more handsome. He looked at us with a casual smirk.  There was an “I don’t give a fuck” vibe about the way he carried himself.
“Hey gorgeous,” Ian said as his eyes fixated on me.  He grinned before he kissed my hand as though he was a debonair gentleman.  He looked like a regular working class guy, like a carpenter or maybe a plumber.  Ian never took those beautiful blue eyes off me, even as we walked to our booth and sat down.  He deliberately sat next to me, leaving Piper to sit next to her brother.
“Maybe now you’ll let me buy you a drink?”  Ian asked me.  
“Water,” I answered.  My mouth suddenly felt dry as I stared at the intricate tattoos etched on his biceps.  I noticed a Celtic cross on his right forearm.  It made sense;  The man had a strong Boston accent.  So sexy.  Maybe Ian is the kind of guy I should try to date, if I want to date at all.  He seems down to earth, and he finds me attractive without the rules of a contract.  It didn’t make sense how he and Jackson were friends.  They seemed like complete opposites, but Travis and Mason were complete opposites in so many ways as well.  Travis sported the rocker grunge while Mason often visited our apartment in Armani.  Sometimes opposites attract… I guess.
We ordered appetizers and a few beers.  Ian drank Guinness and let me take a sip.  I flinched at the strong taste.  If I drank beer, it was the pale ale.  He laughed at the disgusted face I made.  Even though Mason was still in the back of my mind, I was enjoying Ian’s company.  He was naturally very flirty and I really liked that.  It wasn’t hard to talk to him or joke around with him.  He was charismatic and could make conversation easily.
Elyse showed up as our food arrived at the table.
“Sorry I’m so late.  The stupid bus broke down, AGAIN!  I couldn’t wave a cab down for the life of me.  Damn cabs won’t stop unless you’re dressed in some expensive shit-”
She stopped her vent when her eyes fell on Jackson.  Her face suddenly flushed when she realized he was staring at her with a smirk.
“Sorry.  No offense or anything,” she mumbled as she squeezed in next to me forcefully.  And just like that, she clammed up and turned the lights off.  
“You should have called Jillian.  I would have sent my car if I had known,” Jackson said smoothly with a smile.  His tone was all business, but I doubt he looked at his business associates the way he was looking at Elyse.
“I don’t need anyone’s help.” her response was a mumble and she reached for a fry from my plate.  Jackson’s gaze was intense as he studied her.  Then, his brow furrowed slightly, and he looked away.
Awkward.  
“So Jackson, how do you know Ian?” I asked, before taking a sip of my beer.
“Oh, that’s easy.  His uncle introduced us,” Ian explained with his lazy smirk.
“It’s not that easy.  I was helping my Uncle James with some major proposals.  This goes years back, when Mason was still working on his MBA, so he wasn’t available much. Uncle James hired Ian as the consultant to deal with the takeover of a company in Singapore.”
“Interesting.  I didn’t realize Uncle James needed a consultant for that case,” Piper added.  She looked to Ian.  “What type of consultant are you?”  She took a gulp from the frothy ale in her glass.
“My expertise is settling disputes over hostile takeovers,” Ian gave a charming grin as he stretched.  His arm casually landed across my shoulders.  My face flushed, but I liked him, so I said nothing about it.
  “Interesting.  So you can mingle and play nice with people at work,” Piper teased her brother.
“Oh, I can do more than play nice.” Jackson smirked, but did not look at Elyse.
Elyse busied herself with a few more fries from my plate, and looked relieved when the waitress brought her beer to the table. Something was clearly going on between Elyse and-
My thoughts about Jackson and Elyse were fleeting.  I looked up as a slight draft blew in when the front door opened.  I tensed when I noticed Mason walk into the restaurant.  
What the hell?  Why is he here?
He was with a beautiful brunette who was about my height.  Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail and she looked up at him with starry eyes.  It was the same look I used to give him back when I was a green college student with no real clue.  His hand was on the small of her back as he guided her over to the bar.  I was purely disgusted.  The girl made sure to show off her abundant cleavage that was spilling out the top of her very low cut, tight-fitting red top.  
“You’re so sexy when you’re pissed.”  Ian suddenly smirked in my ear. I had forgotten Ian was sitting next to me, and that I was at a table full of friends.  
“Is it that obvious?”  I asked, whispering to him.
“I know a pissed bitch when I see one.” He winked at me.  “Not that you’re a bitch.  You seem like a really sweet girl.  Maybe too sweet, eh?”
“You think I’m too nice?” I asked, blinking.
“Yep.” He took a swig from his Guinness.
I looked over at Mason out of the corner of my eye as he now had a hand on the woman’s hip while they stood by the bar.  My blood boiled.  I saw red.  It’s sick that I am so jealous.  Maybe I should move to Ohio to get away from this mess.  I was running into Mason way too much lately.  I needed a fresh start.
“If you want to play at his game, I’d be more than happy to help. Let me take you out for a real drink.” Ian grinned with a casual “take it or leave it” tone.
I bit my lower lip.  He was really handsome.  I sipped my water and glanced at Mason as he pulled away from his latest flavor.  Mason’s gaze looked over and met with mine.  His eyes were stormy, and there was no satisfaction on his face.  I saw the flare in his eyes when he saw I was sitting with Ian.  Mason looked positively murderous as he raked his eyes over Ian.  I rolled my eyes.  I love the double standard.
I turned to Ian.  “Okay, that sounds like fun. When?”
“Next Wednesday,” Ian gave me another sexy grin.  
I could only smile, and we exchanged numbers.
“I’ll text you, sweetness.” That term he used for me reminded me of Mason.
“Hey, I’ll be right back,” I looked to Ian with a smile, but Elyse overheard me.
“Do you want me to come with?”  
“No, I’ll be quick.”
She shrugged and sipped her drink.  “I’m going to eat your fries.”
“You do that.” I laughed lightly, but inside my heart was still aching from the obnoxious public display Mason gave.  It was obviously for my benefit.  Asshole.
I walked around the corner toward the lit sign that pointed toward the restrooms.  I made my way down the shallow hall, when suddenly I felt a firm hand grab me, whirl me around, and pin me against the wall.  I saw Mason’s fiery gaze look down on me.
“Get off me!” I pushed him away.  The strength in my arms surprised even me, and I watched him back up.  
He was relentless, and pushed me against the wall again.  Before I could move away from his grasp, he grabbed me and hoisted me up against the wall as he used to… I was resentful, and yet I still wrapped my legs around his waist.  
“I’m not letting you go,” He growled against my ear.  “I’m tired of these fucking games.  Give me five minutes.”
I turned my head away from him.
“You just had your hand plastered against some other woman.  You’re the one playing games!”
I was bold, and poked him right in the chest to emphasize my point.
“You’re fiery,” He said with appreciation, but there was still darkness in his eyes.  I really wanted to punch him.  
“I’ve learned a lot.” I responded coolly.  I glared at him defiantly, but he held me in place against the wall, and pressed his cock against the apex of my thighs.  
“I’m tired of playing these games.”  He repeated in a low voice.  The sexual current between us was crackling.  It was suffocating.
“It’s not a game, Mason.  You’re trying to control me because I won’t give in to your demands.  You just want to order me around.”
The darkness faded from his eyes and he looked at me in all seriousness.  “No more games, Jillian.  I’m determined to have you, and not for the sake of winning, but because I’m still in love with you.”
I shook my head, putting distance between us.  I slumped to my feet. “No, I already have a date.”
“Jill, give me another chance-”
“How many chances do I have to give you?  Do you think I’m an idiot?  That I’m just going to run back to you after you pushed me away countless times?  After you positioned everything, so that you’d have leverage on me to use against my brother?”  I gave him one cock-eyed look.
“Jillian, I swear it’s-” his tone was adamant, but I didn’t care. After seeing his public display at the bar, I was in no mood to hear his bullshit excuses.
“Don’t.” I stormed away from the hall, completely forgetting my trip to the restroom.  I was exhausted.



Chapter 4
 
Mason
 
 
 
One week passed since Jillian refused me in the hall outside the restrooms.  It was another Wednesday evening.  The only company I had was my laptop and a bottle of Macallan… and Piper, on the other end of the line.
“How was Vegas?” Piper’s calm voice filtered through the speaker as I poured a bit of whiskey into a tumbler.
“Everything is on point.  It should be opening in June as expected.”  
I didn’t care to talk about my hotel’s expansion to Vegas.  I was angry with myself for trying to ignite jealousy within Jillian at the pub the week before.  What the hell was I thinking?
There was a pause of silence between Piper and myself as I balanced the mobile on my shoulder and sat at the desk in my study to get some work done. 
“What are your plans tonight?” Piper asked.
I glanced up at the ceiling, inwardly annoyed.  I wish she’d just get to the point of this call.
“I’m sitting in my study, attempting to get some work done.  You seem idle this evening.  Don’t you have some case studies to review?”
“I’m going to ignore that comment.” Piper quipped. “For your information, I’m sitting at the apartment with a carton of takeout.  Jill is out this evening, so it’s just me and the TV.”
My lip twitched and I felt that knot in my jaw tighten.
“She must be enjoying the fact that she is finally feeling better.  Is she out with Elyse?”  Of course, I was digging for information.  She better not be out with that fucker…
“She has a date this evening,” Piper responded calmly, as though that statement would not at all bother me.  My entire frame went rigid with pure venomous jealousy.
“With who?” I demanded, but I corrected myself. “I hope he’s a nicer bloke than I am.”
Piper scoffed.
“Is she with that friend of Jackson’s?” I asked, my tone sounding much more furious.
“She may or may not be at Finley’s.  You didn’t hear that from me.”
I swear smoke escaped my nostrils.  I ended the call.  My knuckles were knotted white as I debated what to do.  Finley’s?  He took her to Finley’s?  I’d never been there, but I knew of that place.  It was a dive bar just off Lexington Avenue.  He took her to a dive bar as a first date?  I was stewing.  I knew that man had one intention, and one intention only.
With nothing more than tunnel vision, I left my penthouse.
I couldn’t handle it if another man had her, if another man ever used her and broke her.  I’ll never get over her, I knew that much.  I will show her.  Enough is fucking enough.  This is not over.
I stormed into Finley’s and looked around.  My entrance was so abrupt, I startled the bartender behind the counter.  I didn’t wait long enough to let him acknowledge me.  The place was cramped and smelled musty, like old wood and bad beer. Tacky lights were hanging along the walls like a damned holiday display. I looked around long enough to see Jillian was not in the front room.  She was not at the bar.  I looked around, thankful I was tall enough to see over most heads.
My pulse was thrumming in my head.  A mixture of emotions flooding me at the realization the bastard might have taken her back to his place.
In those few seconds, I vowed to myself if I did find her before it was too late that I’d be brutally honest with her.  I had to make her give me one more chance.
Imagine the sensation of relief that washed over me when I overheard Jillian’s laugh coming from the billiards room.  I let out a breath, realizing I’d been holding it in.  I veered a sharp right toward the direction of the game hall.  I charged, nearly knocking people over as they stepped in my way.  Yet, I stopped dead in my tracks when I witnessed that wanker with his hands all over my Jillian.  My whole body trembled.
He stood there, positioned over her at the edge of the pool table.  He was using such an amateur method of seduction as he tried to school her in the rules of the game.  Jillian was sandwiched in between the game table and that schmuck’s groin.
She bit her lower lip as he positioned her hands around the cue.  He was whispering in her ear, tactfully positioning himself in such a way that caused her to visibly flush.  He guided her arms as she knocked the ball, three into separate holes.  I stopped paying attention.
“I got it!” Jill beamed and turned to face Ian.  He had that arrogant smirk on his face.  He grabbed a shot of whiskey off a nearby wooden table and knocked it back, before offering a shot to Jillian.  She shook her head, refusing.
“You’re no fun,” Ian continued his smirk as he knocked that shot back as well.
My brow furrowed.  She was absolutely not his type.  
And you are?  I rebuked myself internally. 
I readied myself to storm in there and talk some sense into Jillian.  I took one step and then stopped myself.
What the fuck am I doing?  I swallowed hard, feeling my pulse hammer in my throat.  
Jillian’s laughter escaped her again, from a distance, as she watched Ian take aim with the cue.  I couldn’t bring myself to crash their date.  It would be obnoxious, and push her away further.  I could only hope she’d know what was best for herself and go straight home after this date.
Mustering every ounce of willpower I owned, I turned away from the scene and left the bar.  I had one last resort, and she was sitting in her apartment with a carton of take-out, in front of the television.
 
****
 
“Have you ever asked her how she’s feeling?” Piper asked.
I had no words immediately.  We were sitting on the plush white sofa in her main room, with some television sitcom on as background noise.
There was no judgement in Piper’s voice, but she asked this question to trigger my thinking.
The fuck?
Piper adjusted her frames and repeated the question.  “When you see her, do you actually ask her how she is feeling?”
I already knew how Jillian was feeling.  Piper had given me updates on a weekly basis as I requested.
“I don’t see how that solves the immediate problem.” I responded smoothly.  I knew my tone was as impatient as I felt.  I could not stop thinking about Jillian possibly going home with that man.
“That, my cousin, is exactly part of your problem.”
My jaw tensed grimly.  
“Evaluate your actions around Jillian, and develop a plan based on what needs to be changed.” She piqued a thin eyebrow in my direction.
I need a drink.
“So, have you ever asked her how she is feeling?”
“No.” My answer was begrudging.
“Perhaps you should.”
Now I see where this is going...
My cousin cast me a wry smirk, something she never used with other clients.
“Drop the ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane’ act.  She’s obviously not buying it anymore.  Just drop the bullshit.”
I wanted to sneer at what she said, but she had a point.  My time with Jillian was spent while she was a teenage kid, then again under the terms of a contract.  My terms.  Even now that she was well again, I still tried to force my will upon her because it worked with everyone else, including her for a time.  I have never taken the time to appreciate the strong and intelligent woman she has become.
The epiphany hit me like a punch to the gut.  I sat there, allowing it all to sink in.
“I know you have been sick with worry about her for the last two months, but she doesn’t know this.  Try to step out of your shoes for one minute and evaluate things from her perspective.”
“Yes, I get the point.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose in thought.
“You’re beginning to get the point,” my cousin agreed partially.
“What do you suggest I do?” I finally asked, sounding irritated, but I was actually angry with myself for acting like such a damned fool.
Piper’s lips curled into a soft smile.  “Just be yourself.  You’ve hidden yourself away from us for years.  It’s time you returned.”
I cast her a dry look.
“And ask her how she’s feeling.  You’ll know what to do from there.”
Christ. This session reminded me of an after school program special.  I was still on-edge, waiting and hoping she would return soon.  The hours seemed like years.  Just as the knot in my chest began to tighten more, I heard a set of keys jingle from the outside hall.  The knob turned and the door opened.
Jillian was quiet as she entered, seemingly tired.  I was watching her before she even noticed my presence.
Jillian hung her jacket on the hook, and then turned toward the kitchen before she froze.  Her brow furrowed as our eyes locked.  Her expression was confused and accusing.  
“Well, I’m going to bed,” Piper said casually as she stood.
Jillian looked at Piper for the briefest moment, in slight disbelief, then her eyes turned back to me.  The door to Piper’s bedroom clicked when it closed.
It was just the two of us.  Time to put Piper’s advice into practice.
“How are you feeling?”  I asked tentatively.
Jill blinked, completely distracted from the glare she had been giving me.  My question clearly caught her by surprise.



Chapter 5
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I swallowed hard, feeling a lump in my throat.  He doesn’t understand how much it hurts to see him right now.  I bit my lip hard, trying to keep myself cool and collected.  Thoughts whirled around in my mind as I gave him a poisonous glare.  
My date with Ian was fun.  He taught me how to play pool and offered me whiskey.  I had a cosmo instead, once our game of pool was over.  Ian was very charming and he made me laugh a lot. We could probably be friends, but there was no spark between us.  There was still a dull ache in my heart from seeing Mason the week before, but I think I did a good job of keeping him out of my thoughts during the date… until now.
“How are you feeling?” Mason asked, his voice laced with concern.  
What?  I felt myself blink.  I didn’t know what to think of this.  This is not what I was expecting…
“How are you feeling?”  He repeated the question.
“I’m fine,” my answer was short.  I glanced up, and our eyes met.  Even while I was still angry, heat washed over my body at the sight of him.  A part of me wanted to forgive him, to let him embrace me, and forget the last five years...
I could see from the twitch in his brow that he wanted me to elaborate on how I was feeling, but he was not pushing it.  He seemed tense and nervous.
“I don’t have the pain in my ribs anymore.  I got banged up pretty bad, but nothing was broken.”  It felt awkward standing here.  He was still standing on the other side of the living room, and I was just in the doorway to the room.  Despite our distance, the electric current was undeniable.  We stood there, staring at one another for quite a while.
Finally, he made his way over to me, and I backed up until my back touched the wall.  His presence was strong, but he was not demanding.  His demeanor and body language, the look in his eyes as he gazed down at me… it was all too much.  My defenses were down.
“I would really like to talk to you, Jillian,” he said softly, and then he added, “please.”
“What do you want to say, Mason?” I felt my brow crease as I looked up at him.
“Everything.  I want to say everything…” I watched him pause, unsure of what to say, and how to say it. I found myself captivated in seeing him like this.  It was raw.  Genuine.  His eyes held mine for a long moment before he finally spoke again.
“I just want to say I’m sorry.  You gave everything to me, and I took you for granted.  I’m sorry I treated you like property… and,” he breathed deeply and then held my gaze again, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I loved you when I had the chance.”
My lower lip quivered, and tears pooled in my eyes.  My throat constricted.  Damnit.  I couldn’t let him see me like this.  My eyes were beginning to sting and I needed to switch out my contact lenses. 
“I have to wash my face,” I blurted stupidly.  I turned to hide my face and hopefully make it to the bathroom, but he caught my arm.
“Let me take you out for your birthday. One date Jillian, just one date.”
I took a gulp of air in an attempt to steady my thinking.  A conflict of emotions were whirling about at a dizzying rate.  My heart was at war with my sense of reasoning.  This is what I wanted.  I’ve fantasized about this for years, since I was eighteen.  
When I looked into his eyes, I could see everything he was trying to say to me.  It’s not something I can easily describe.  I’ve never seen Mason so nervous, searching… vulnerable.  
I still love him.  The thought was invading, and my heart clenched.
“I haven’t forgotten the display you gave me last week,” I answered emphatically.  Bitterness edged my tone.
Mason’s jaw clenched, although it was not in anger.  He was pained and distraught.
“I was a fool to think I could make you jealous.” His palms flattened on the wall, on either side of my head.  “You have to believe that I have been miserable without you.” 
Here he was before me, presenting me with the real Mason.  It was unreal.
I nodded. “One date,” I agreed.  The words were out before I realized I’d said them.  I guess my heart won this battle...
 
****
 
Thursday. Friday.  
After my unexpected encounter with Mason on Wednesday night, I could hardly focus on the two exams I had the next day.  I passed my economics exam and wasn’t so sure about my statistics exam.  Graduation was a grueling three weeks away.  I had senior fever at its finest, and I couldn’t get Mason out of my mind.  
My Fridays were spent working in Piper’s office from nine to five, since I don’t have classes.  For lunch, Piper and I stepped out to a little corner cafe that was just down the street from the building where her practice is located. 
When we returned, I was greeted with a large bouquet of pink roses, purple daisies and green poms.  The bouquet was exquisite and arranged perfectly in a rippled glass vase that sat on the receptionist desk.  I gasped as I read the crisp white card that was tucked neatly within the bouquet.  The note was scrawled in his own handwriting.
I’m looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. -Mason
“He’s determined,” Piper gave a small smile.
My heart fluttered all over the place within my rib cage.  We had five minutes before Piper’s first afternoon appointment.
“Am I making the right decision to meet with him tomorrow?”  I asked her tentatively.  I never went to her for advice about her own cousin.  We never talked about Mason, actually.  She seemed surprised that I asked her this question.  She adjusted the thin frames on her face.
“Only you can decide that for certain,” She answered.  “But I will give you a few things to consider.”
Piper had my full attention as she stepped behind the desk.
“For one, he has never had to chase a woman.  He could have any woman quite easily, and yet, he’s determined to have you.” She smiled.  “He made some big mistakes.  He didn’t appreciate you at first.  But how much was he there for you when you were younger?  I never intended to tell you this, but he refused to leave the hospital after your fall.  He paid your medical bills, and contacted the University to give you leniency while you recovered.  He has called me every other day, for the last two months, asking about you.  Weigh the odds.”
My mind was reeling as I processed what Piper said.  I had no idea… 
“It sounds like you’re convincing me to give him a chance.”
“No, I’m not.  I’m giving you facts to consider, food for thought.”
“Where has he been the past two months?  Why is he choosing now?” I asked Piper.
She was very quiet, and her face paled.  “That’s not for me to say, but it will be a good question to ask him tomorrow.”
I opened my mouth to ask another question, but Piper’s first afternoon appointment walked through the door.  She returned to her office, and I made sure the young, twenty-something woman was checked in and that all of her information was up-to-date.  The woman patted her straight, jet-black hair.  She removed her Gucci jacket as she sat in the chair to wait for Dr. Rochester.
“Those are beautiful flowers,” she complimented.
“Thank you.”  I gave a polite smile.
“You must be very lucky to have such a sender.”
I only smiled stiffly.  If she only knew…
 
****
 
I woke early the next morning after about three hours of sleep.  I just couldn’t relax my restless mind.  Piper’s words replayed over and over in my mind.  I was consumed with things I wanted to say to Mason, and questions that whirled around in my brain.  I thought about Piper’s words to me after lunch the day before.  It was all true.  As far as I knew, Mason has never had to chase a girl.  I showered and used a curling iron to tame my dark auburn waves.  I was so nervous.  Why?
I stopped in front of my closet and stared at the clothes which hung on hangers.  Everything Mason bought for me was left in the spare room at his penthouse.  I took nothing that didn’t already belong to me.  I was back to wearing the old jeans and blouses I’d found on sale or in thrift stores.  I still remember the look of disdain Mason gave me that first night he took me into his home.  My faded jeans and worn sweater was an embarrassment to him and he didn’t want my status to be associated with his hotels or with him.
Impulsively, I picked up my phone and punched in a text to him.
Me: I just realized I have nothing to wear that you’d approve of.  I guess I can’t go.  
Five minutes later, my phone chimed.
Mason: Nice try.  Dress comfortably and bring a jacket.
It was a simple enough answer with no sexual innuendo.  I shrugged.  He said to dress comfortably, so that’s what I was going to do.  I picked out my faded blue jeans and an old black Pink Floyd T-shirt with the pink logo.  I decided on my pink polkadot boy shorts.  They were comfortable, and he wouldn’t be seeing my underwear today anyways.
As always, Rick was punctual.  I grabbed my bag and went outside to meet him.
“Good evening, Ms. Pryor.  It is so nice to see you again,” Rick said politely as he opened the door for me.  
“Hi Rick.  It’s been a while.  How have you been?”
“Hectic,” came his short reply.  I thought Mason was going to be in the car when Rick arrived at Piper’s apartment, but the back seat was empty.
“Where is Mason?”
“He will meet us there, Ms. Pryor.”
“Where’s ‘there’?”  I asked suspiciously.  I looked outside.  The sun was shining and on this beautiful April day, there was a soft breeze in the air.  The air was slightly crisp.
“Oh, I’ve been instructed to keep that a surprise.  Please don’t make me jeopardize my job, Ms. Pryor.”  He chuckled.
“Just call me Jill.  Ms. Pryor sounds too formal.”  I smiled and I could see Rick grin slightly from the rearview mirror.
My eyes widened as Rick pulled to a stop at a small port in the Upper New York Bay.  It seemed like a private dock which was lined with fancy boats, mainly yachts and sailboats.  I looked around as Rick opened the passenger side for me.  The breezes coming from the harbor whipped my hair around.  Oh dear.  I didn’t want to be alone with Mason in his penthouse… but it looked like I was going to be alone with him on a boat instead… 
I followed Rick a bit down the port until we arrived at the boarding dock of a particularly large yacht.  It was so grand in scale, about two floors.  My eyes nearly bugged out of my head as I followed Rick.  
Mason leaned against the railing on the boat.  Can I call this thing a boat?  It’s a house on water.  He gave me a charming smile, and I could see the relief in his eyes because I hadn’t backed out of this date.  He wore Khakis and a crisp white polo that hugged his arms deliciously.  The white against his olive tone and black hair was so… yummy.  A strong breeze suddenly whipped my hair into my face, briefly blinding me.  I was anything but graceful like the leading ladies in those romance films.  Mason seemed entertained by this.
“Thank you, Rick.” Mason continued to grin.
“Did you rent this thing or is this yours?” I blurted.
Mason laughed.  “It’s not rented.  It’s new.”  He guided me by the small of my back toward the entrance of the interior.  He opened the door for me and I entered.
“I planned on an outdoor picnic, but the winds are higher today than forecasted, so we’ll settle for an indoor picnic.”  He followed me inside.  I sucked in a sharp breath.
The lush interior was spacious, with an oversized white leather sofa and matching arm chairs.  Brown and white throw pillows were situated appropriately.  A large round glass table was situated in the center of the seating and a large plasma flat screen was mounted on the chocolate brown wall.  To the far side was a small kitchen with a marble breakfast bar.  The appliances were top of the line, all stainless steel.
A large floor-to-ceiling window lined the other side of the room.  A small glass table was neatly situated beside the window and was set for two.  
“I hope you’re hungry,” Mason said as he ushered me over to the table.
“Are you trying to impress me?” I asked.
Mason’s expression was charming yet serious.  “Am I not supposed to try?  Bloody Hell, this romance shit should come with an instruction manual.” He was joking nervously.
“Like Romance 101 for Dummies?” I laughed, and his perfect grin only broadened.
“Something like that, yes.”
He pulled out the chair for me at the small round table and once I was seated, he took his own seat.  A waiter arrived and poured our champagne.  Wow.  All of this posh treatment felt uncomfortable, considering the history between us, and the unanswered questions that still hovered over us.  
I sucked on my lower lip and I felt his gaze on me.
“What is it?” He asked, once the waiter had been dismissed.
I gave a soft smile. “I expected some sandwiches and wine in Central Park.”
  “We can do that another time,” he responded.  “Perhaps when it’s warmer and less windy.”
I gave a stiff smile, wondering if there was going to be a next time, based on how today’s date progressed.  The waiter appeared and placed a green salad with vinaigrette dressing in front of us.  I stabbed at a leaf of romaine lettuce thoughtfully.  
Mason was quiet as he assessed me.  “What are you thinking?”
I chewed quietly before I spoke.  “I am just wondering what all of this is for?”  I gestured to our lavish surroundings.  “I mean… you didn’t do any of this for me before.  I am just wondering what you want from me?”
I looked at him as I sipped from my champagne flute, and flinched.  I was not expecting that taste.  It was strong and bubbly, and I’d never tasted champagne before.
Mason appeared amused by my reaction to his champagne choice.  His light brown eyes sparkled as he studied me.  “I want you, Jillian.  Everything about you, from your faded jeans and Pink Floyd T-shirt down to your desire to be a social worker.”
It was a sweet sentiment, I guess, but I couldn’t buy into it so readily.  I looked at him warily.  “Why did you wait two months to decide this?”  
Mason’s eyes flared for a second, and his face hardened.
“I didn’t wait two months to decide this, Jill.” His tone was brusque.
“Why now?”
“I’ve had this decided for a long time now,” He emphasized again. Then, there was a pause as he thought to himself.  “You’re so blinded by the plan I never followed through with in the first place.  You’re convinced I couldn’t love you.”
I was very silent, deep in thought.  I knew there was truth to what he had just spoken, and I wanted very much to forgive him, but I was afraid to let him back in.  I didn’t want to be sucked in and manipulated into being some play thing all over again.  The waiter arrived and brought our main entree, which was fettuccine alfredo with parmesan crusted chicken.  This has always been one of my favorite dishes.  I couldn’t help but smile as I picked up my fork.
“I know how much you love fettuccine,” Mason grinned.
We ate in silence, but I felt his eyes on me inconspicuously.  I must have been wearing my thoughts on my face.
“Say something,” he finally prompted.
I exhaled softly.  “I’m just thinking…”
“About?” He was persistent.
“This is a really nice date.  I suppose I am just confused why you want me, as you say.  You didn’t want to get attached to me before, and you have a girlfriend in London.”
Mason’s fists knotted so fiercely as I said this.  His olive knuckles turned white.  The knot formed in his jaw and his eyes blazed.  Oh, I struck a bad note…
“Aislinn is not my girlfriend,” Mason’s voice was tense.  He grit his teeth.
I set down my fork and looked away from him.  “The papers claim you both are the perfect couple.”
“Oh they would, wouldn’t they?” Was he angry with me or with the papers?  The air around him was thick with tension all of a sudden.
“I didn’t mean to make you angry.  You wanted to know what I was thinking.” I was matter-of-fact in my response.  I wasn’t going to let him think he can intimidate me or have me jump through hoops.
“No, by all means, go ahead and tell me everything on your mind.”  His voice was demanding and I wasn’t in the mood to be haughty or challenging.
“You were gone for two months.  Why now?  Why did you wait two months?”
Mason’s face became red and he drained his champagne glass.  There was conflict and anguish written all over his face, and he didn’t even try to hide this from me.
“Is there someone else?”  I asked.
“I didn’t want to talk about this here,” he answered.  “I wanted this day to be special.”
I knew it.  He had another woman, or maybe he still does.  Jealousy flared up within me at the impending confession.  I waited for it.  The silence was excruciating.
“It’s my sister,” he finally spoke, after what seemed like hours.
What?
“She’s been in treatment,” he spoke slowly as though I was dragging the truth from him.  His eyes locked with mine, searching, as he spoke softly.  His voice was strained.
“She tried to take her own life.” Mason’s face was pained as he said those words.
The air was sucked from my lungs.  An anvil dropped to my stomach.  Zara had been so mean to me the one and only time I met her, but I still felt such sadness and concern from this news.  We sat in silence for a few moments as I processed what he just said.
Zara seemed to be the ideal picture of perfection in Society.  But, she tried to kill herself...



Chapter 6
 
Mason
 
 
 
I watched her face as she absorbed what I just told her.  My father paid good money to keep this truth away from the media, but I trusted Jillian with everything in me.  
I never intended to stay away from Manhattan for as long as I had these last two months.  After Jillian’s accident down the stairs, I was determined to be at her side.  She awoke still angry and hurt by what I had done, but I was going to change her mind.  I was determined to have my way, my control.  Then I saw how her blood pressure spiked in my presence. Seeing me put her in too much distress. I walked away from her hospital room with the intention of giving her some time, and then work on a better apology.
I had one short business trip to London that was required of me and was not to last more than a weekend.  My trips to London are never happy events, and that weekend mainly consisted of my father’s berating, long list of why I was a disappointment.  I lost my temper, which only matched his own temper, and thus resulted in a riotous shouting match.
 
***
 
2 months earlier...
 
The fluid notes of Tchaikovsky’s Flower Waltz flowed throughout the marbled ballroom.  A gigantic crystal chandelier displayed the lights above the dancing that took place.  I was in a foul mood from the match I’d had with my father only hours earlier, but I had to make an appearance at the evening’s event.  It was a debutante ball, or some damn thing.  I was fuming and not paying attention.
The look of hurt on Jillian’s face was still fresh in my mind, tearing open wounds.  I could not rid the image of her bruised face or her angry expression from my thoughts.  The thoughts were haunting, a never-ending plague.  
And now, I had to play nice for the sake of appearances.  A waiter, dressed in a crisp white oxford offered a glass of champagne, but I dismissed him.  I wanted something that burned.  I ordered a scotch from the open bar and downed it in one gulp.  I savored the fire that consumed my throat.  I deserved to burn.  
I spotted my parents, standing together as they laughed lightly with other members of their social circle.  I could hear the assaulting pitch of my father’s voice as he jokingly commented the crystal chandelier above our heads was no match for the one that has been in our family for generations.
Before the burning had subsided, I ordered another scotch.  As soon as it arrived, I downed it in one swig.  The burn was a fleeting distraction that only lasted seconds…
“Easy on the drink.”  A familiar voice, one I had not heard in quite some time, approached me from behind.  The voice was soft, and fairy-like.
I paused a moment, to enjoy the burning sting in my throat, and then turned to face her.  Aislinn Meadows stood there.  She was the picturesque model of perfect grace and elegance within my parents’ social circle.  Her blue eyes studied me as she daintily held a flute of champagne in one hand.
God, I could accidentally snap this girl in half…
She offered a friendly smile.
I returned a tight-lipped smile.
“Have you seen Zara?” She looked around before she turned back to me.
“I assumed she was with you.  I have not seen her since I landed in Heathrow.”
“I left her a few voice messages.  I will continue trying, I suppose.  It is not like her to be absent or late to these events.”  Aislinn’s face creased with quiet concern.  
Aislinn had a good point.  It was not like my sister to miss an event or cause my father to become angry by tardiness.  She always enjoyed a grand entrance, although never this late.
I pulled my mobile out to phone the household staff, but my father approached us.
“Ah, it is good to see the lovebirds out, enjoying the evening together.”  My father cajoled, and Aislinn looked away as she sipped from her flute.  Her parents were standing with my parents.  Of course this would be a tag-team effort.
“I was just mentioning to Earnest that our grandchildren will be remarkably gifted and beautiful.”  
The audacity was astounding.  Clearly, my father had one too many drinks.  Shocking.
“Excuse me,” Aislinn said quietly, and drifted away from the small gathering.  
“Dear, you’re leaving so soon?” Her mother inquired, but Aislinn did not turn to acknowledge anyone.  
I watched her, briefly, as she walked away.  A small smile curled on my lips and I grew a little more respect for the woman.  She was making my father’s match-making attempts much easier on me.  I was still in a piss-poor mood and had no time for his antics.
I turned back to my parents.  “It is unfortunate you mention grandchildren, because there will be none, not unless Zara gives you a few.”
The four standing in front of me blinked.
“Sweetheart, you will have to have at least one to continue our family’s-.”
“I’ll throw myself in front of a bus before I bring a single offspring into this fucked up family, mother.”  I smiled politely, and then exited the conversation without excusing myself.
The gasps that erupted from Mr. and Mrs. Meadows pleased me greatly.
I pretended to follow Aislinn out of the ballroom, but veered a right once I reached the cool night air outside.  I had my car pull around, and made straight for my parents’ estate.  
I decided to check on my sister in person, rather than ring the house.  She had not said a word and had not been seen by much of anyone for the last twenty-four hours.  The staff reported that she’d never left her bedroom.  I found that to be odd, considering she enjoyed extravagance and fine wines.  
I knocked on her door and heard no response.  I rang her mobile, and heard it ring within the room, but still there was no response.  That’s when red flags waved severely in front of my face.  Her door was locked, but I kicked it in.  Soft music played faintly from her suite bathroom and I followed the sound, especially since her door was open a crack. An empty, broken bottle of whiskey lay at the base of her vanity, along with several empty pill bottles.  The large, round tub in her bathroom was brimming with water. The soft flowery scent of her bath oils was mixed with the steam of the water. The faucet was still running, and she lay unconscious in the water.  Had I not gone to check on her, nobody would have found her in time.  
It is disheartening to say that Aislinn and I were the only ones to stay at the hospital during visiting hours.  My father was furious.  My mother accused Zara of being an attention whore and being overly dramatic.  Even if that was true, there was no sensible logic in pointing angry fingers at a troubled woman who was lying unconscious in a hospital suite.
I knew Zara had nobody else in our family to turn to, and I could not leave her like this.  I did as much work as I could from London, while juggling to arrange a comfortable living situation with nursing staff within my family’s country estate.  It was not easy and I had to pull a few strings quietly.  She was admitted to a home and after several weeks, I was finally able to take her to the country with strict orders she should be supervised at all times.  There was a slew of other responsibilities I had to agree to, both from hospital as well as from my family.  Nondisclosure agreements went out to hospital staff; My father was adamant that nobody should know about this stunt.
 
***
 
Present day
 
I couldn’t look at Jill as I told her the truth.  She was quiet, letting me speak without any interruptions.  I didn’t wish to turn the date to ice with this sort of talk, but Jill left me with no choice.  
“Zara is no angel, but she didn’t deserve to go like that.”  I finished with that statement.  “Nobody paid attention to how deeply troubled she truly was, including myself.”
Jillian was pale and silent.  “How is your father handling her condition?”
“He’s not handling it.” My tone was bitter, and I paused the conversation when the waiter appeared to refill my flute.
“Bring my Macallan,” I ordered, waving away the champagne.
“Mason, no.” Jillian admonished softly.  
She was right; I couldn’t turn to the whiskey at a time like this.  I waved the waiter away instead and turned back to the conversation.
“He’s always wished she was a boy.  She has lived her life bending over backwards, tirelessly, trying to appease our father and please him.”
Jillian bit her lower lip, deep in thought.  She finally looked up at me.
“Do you think she will be okay?”  
It calmed my nerves when I saw Jillian held no judgement towards Zara, only concern and sympathy.
“For the time being,” I answered.  “She was in an institution, but she has recently been released to our family’s country estate. I’ve hired the most qualified staff possible to care for her and look after her.  My mother and father have basically put a bandaid over the situation.”
Jillian’s perfect lips curled into a frown as I described my parents’ way of handling a very troubled daughter.
“I have been trying to bring her to New York where I can ensure she will receive the care she needs, but my father is concerned the American media will get a handle on the story.”
Jill shook her head and fumed silently.  Then she realized how she was reacting when she noticed I was watching her.
“I’m sorry.  I just can’t imagine what you have had to deal with while growing up.”
I wasn’t looking for sympathy when I explained the story, but it was especially comforting when she reached over and cupped her small, porcelain hand over mine.  I felt an energy from such a simple gesture.  Her touch had always kindled something within me and that fire had returned deep inside me.
There was silence between us as Jillian nursed her champagne in deep thought.  I knew the other topic on her mind.
“As for the other woman seen with me in the gossip papers…”  I began, grabbing her attention again.  She appeared hesitant to look me in the eye as though she was afraid of what I might say regarding the lass.
“Her name is Aislinn Meadows, and she has been friends with my sister.  She knows Zara better than my parents know her.  I wanted to get my sister a gift to cheer her up, and Aislinn knew what she liked.  She showed me a few things in the shops and the media had a field day with our shopping excursion which lasted all of one hour.  My father fueled the gossip, because our families have been trying to marry us since the day Aislinn was born.  I suppose it’s only natural for our families to desire that sort of match.  Aislinn is heiress to her father’s international banking enterprise. Our families are always seen together at galas and horse shows, shit like that.”
I leaned back and allowed my explanation to soak in with Jillian.  It was all truth, and I assumed this truth would satisfy Jillian.  Instead, she appeared troubled.  She would not look at me as she sucked on that lower lip.  It always drove me wild when she did that, but I could not allow such dark thoughts to consume me at a time like this.
“Jill?” I asked.  I needed to hear what she was thinking.  Her silence, pale face, and troubled expression was disturbing.
I rounded the table and grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet and against my body.
I breathed in the soft scent of her lavender shampoo as her head pressed against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her tightly.  I could feel her chest heave up and down as her breathing picked up.  I held her like this, for what seemed like an hour, at least.  I simply listened to her breathing and felt the warmth of her small frame against mine.  She relaxed my nerves, and I stopped thinking about the pressures of my family.
“Let’s take a walk,” I suggested, clasping her hand.  She said nothing and followed my lead.
Breezes from the harbor greeted us as I opened the door to exit onto the deck.  The wind blew Jill’s tousled waves straight into her face and she scrambled to pull a tie from the pocket of her jacket in order to fasten her hair.  I tried to hide a grin as I watched her control those waves.
Once that was settled, I took her hand in mine and walked her around the deck.  The view of the harbor was exquisite.  The sun was out, casting a sparkle on the water.  This was perfect weather for sailing and the boats were out on the water.  I was more enraptured with the view beside me, however.  I watched Jillian take it all in.  The smile was on her face again, and her eyes lit up as she watched the boats out on the water.  It’s amazing what a bit of majestic scenery can do.  Jillian was again at ease, and the light was in her eyes.  I missed that.  I missed her more than words can justifiably describe.
“Do you ever take your boat out on the water, or do you keep it docked all the time?” She asked with a smile, casting me a sideways glance.
I laughed, and turned to her.  “I haven’t taken it out on the water yet.  I didn’t want you to feel trapped on a boat with me, in the middle of the water.”
Jillian blushed and bent her head.
“We can take it out onto the water if you like, or we can keep it docked.  It’s entirely up to you.” I was doing everything I could manage to put Piper’s advice into practice.
Jillian looked out onto the water just as a seagull flew over our heads.  She sucked on that lower lip, deep in thought.
“Maybe later.”
I nodded, but then she giggled softly as she grasped the polished wooden railing of the deck.
Without having to ask her, she smiled again as she pulled a loose strand of hair from her face.
“I just remembered the time you took us sailing.  That was so much fun.”  
Hell, I’d forgotten all about that.  It was only once, on a boat I’d borrowed from Jax.  I had taken the Pryors out sailing, because Mrs. Pryor had mentioned she’d never gone.  Those were better days.
“You almost fell overboard.  I still don’t understand how you managed that.” I teased Jillian and she laughed loudly.
“I almost lost my glasses too!” She turned to look up at me, and squinted in the late afternoon sun. The humor from that memory was written all over her face.
“That will teach you not to lean too far over the edge of the boat.”  Unless I’m bending you over.  
“Yeah, thank goodness you were there to catch me.” She wouldn’t stop smiling.  I was thoroughly enjoying this relaxed, lighthearted moment.  I didn’t want to dwell on how much I had taken her for granted. I watched her breathe in deeply as she spoke.  “I love it out here.”
“I’ll take you anytime you like,” I offered.
An expression of conflict crossed Jillian’s face, but it was fleeting.  A blustery wind met our faces, and I extended my hand.  “Let’s go back inside.”  
She clasped my hand and followed me inside.  I watched Jillian look around the interior once I closed the door.  She hugged her arms, unsure of what to do or say.  I felt my resolve slipping.  I was piss-poor at this romance fluff, but I was trying for Jillian.  Without thinking things through, I made an impulsive decision. 
Taking her face in my hands, I kissed her deeply.  It was a single, desperate kiss, but she didn’t push me away.  It only encouraged me further, and I pulled her body against mine.  My nose nestled against the nape of her neck, and I felt her arms wrap tensely around me.  Still, it was improvement.  I was determined to make her see the truth.
“I love the way our bodies fit together,” I breathed into her ear as my hands raked up and down along the sides of her body, over her luscious, round hips.
After what seemed like an hour, she finally responded with a shuddering breath. “Yeah, I like it too.”
Vague, unsatisfying comment...
Like?  She likes it?  She wasn’t giving me any indication as to how she truly felt.  She remained closed-up.  I still felt the current of chemistry between us.  It was time to turn the heat up.
She never pushed away from my hold on her, but she was still rigid and stiff against me.  Inhibited.  Afraid, and for good reason.  But, enough was enough...



Chapter 7
 
Jillian
 
 
 
We held each other for such a long time.  The remains of our lunch had gone cold.  The fizz in our champagne had gone flat.  It felt good to have him hold me like this.  I felt the crackling current of energy between us.  There was a magnetic force about Mason that always drew me to him, and I felt it more than ever in this moment.  My body was still rigid, unable to completely relax in his embrace.  I was afraid of getting used and burned again, and he sensed that.
“I love the way our bodies fit together.” His breath tickled my ear.
His words broke me from my deep thinking.  “Yeah, I like it too.”  I wanted my walls to come crashing down.  I wanted to let him in thoroughly and completely.  It wasn’t that easy.
He tensed and broke from my embrace and I felt his scorching gaze down on me.  He wanted me to elaborate more. 
I was struck with a thrilling desire to push his buttons.  For two months, he kept me at his beck and call, kept me at arm's length, and kept everything on his terms.  He had no hold over me now, or so I tried to tell myself.
“You… only like my touch?”  I watched him prowl slowly around me, his eyes fiery.  I love it.  Actually, I need it.  He was sinfully handsome as he circled me.  Heat pooled between my legs.  My body was aching, warm and wet for him.  Stubbornly, I still wanted to see how far I could push him.  
“Yes,” my response was soft and defiant in its own right.  “I like it.” I sensed the growing irritation and lust radiating off this man’s body.  He understood now that I was being coy on purpose.
He stopped just behind me.  “And what about this extravagant date I set up for us?  You like it as well?”
“It’s okay.” I answered.  I could almost feel his nostrils flare, while his hands fiercely gripped my hips from behind.
I hid my smile, but my skin flamed from his demanding grasp.  
I was typically a very bad actress and a terrible liar, but I thought I was doing a pretty decent job of it at the moment.  Mason was buying into it.  I didn’t even smirk.
He pressed himself furiously into my backside.  His thick cock was hard and constrained within his khakis.  It was deliciously painful to feel him pressed so firmly against me and his grip was rough.  I felt his breathing on my neck.
“And what about this?  Is this okay?” His voice was gravelly; he was struggling to control himself.
I shrugged my shoulders.  It took a lot effort, because all I wanted to do was melt into him and let him fuck me senseless. 
“Yeah, it’s good.” My tone was casual and I was proud of my newfound skills in bluffing.  I wanted to see how far I could push him.  Who would crack first?
Mason knotted my wild hair around his fist and pulled my head back roughly.  He forced my gaze back to look up at him as he stood behind me with one hand still gripping my hip.  I was correct; His nostrils were flaring.  
God, yes.  My eyes looked into his blazing stare.  I had no choice; he held my hair in such a tight fist as he silently demanded my utmost attention.  That delicious ache in my pussy was now throbbing.
“And how’s this?  Good?”  He growled with that signature knot in his jaw.
“Yeah.  Good.” I answered with a bite of my lip, and I swear his jaw twitched as he pulled my head back farther.  I kept my eyes locked with his dark gaze.  I did note a trace of affection in his voice that he was trying to mask with his dominance.
“You’re such a smartass little thing.  Stop fucking with me.”  I felt his breath in my ear.  He was on the brink of losing his willpower.
I pressed my ass against his groin and moved my hips before his grip jerked my body to a halt.  “I don’t know why you think I’m being a smart ass.  I’m just honest.  The whole date is sweet, really.
“Nothing about me has ever been described as sweet, darling.” He was getting more and more frustrated by the second.
This is so much fun.  I was so turned on, but I still wanted to play.  Actually, I hoped my behavior warranted a spanking.  I moved my body against his, and I didn’t think it was possible for his hold on my body to get any tighter.  I ground against him and his fingers dug into my black T-shirt.  
“Keep that up, and I’ll show you how sweet I really am.”  He was daring me to challenge him.  His voice was husky with need.
Please.
“Only if I give you permission,” I gave a coy response and he groaned.  Without a word, he gripped my hips and forced me over the arm of the leather sofa.
“You think I’m still sweet, Ms. Pryor?”  
“I never said you’re sweet.  I said this date is sweet.  It’s nice.” My watered-down descriptions were driving him wild.  
I stretched out slowly, splaying myself.  His grip dug into the denim on my hips and gave three sharp thrusts into my backside.  I knew I’d already forgiven him.  I was aware of how much my body craved his touch.  I needed him to take me and possess me.  
“Does this mean you forgive me?” I felt his fingers scrape lightly under my back, toying with the waistline of my pants.
“Oh… I don’t know.” I responded quietly and I felt Mason’s hands stiffen hesitantly.  My smirk was internal.  “How can I forgive every orgasm you’ve denied me?”
His breathing was ragged.  “I’ll repay.  Tenfold.”
I slowly straightened my body and turned to face him.  I sucked on my lower lip as I looked up at him.  His eyes were hooded with lust and need. 
“Mm.  I might need some convincing.” It was a playful jab.  I moved away from him towards the glass dining table.  I needed some ice water.
His next words stopped me in my tracks.  “Admit it, darling.  You like feeling my hands on you... possessing you, claiming you, owning you.”
The tingles that pleasured my nerve endings settled in my panties and I felt myself become wet.  No matter what might have changed between us, I was still madly turned on by his filthy talk and his dominating presence.  I had to face the fact that this is how I’m wired.  I swallowed hard, feeling the need for ice water now, more than ever.  I was playing coy, but he was still struggling to maintain the upper hand.
I turned to look at him.  My face was flushed and my heart was rampant.  A large part of me wanted to throw myself at him and let him ravage my body.  
“Yes…” I responded with a sigh in my voice and then took a deep breath to control my desire for him.  I was sounding pathetic, but I needed to be honest with him.
“I have forgiven you, Mason.  I did a lot of thinking, and I remember everything you have done for me and my family.  I think that outweighs what you planned to use me for…” My voice trailed for a moment as I thought deeply.  “But, I remember what kind of man you really are, the man you try to hide from everyone.  I’m going to be brutally honest, a part of me is still afraid you will hurt me again.” 
Silence.  I watched him cross the room, and uncork a bottle of French white wine which I could not pronounce.  I could see the storm raging within his mind; it was written all over his face and I was thankful he did not wear his stone mask today.
He filled a single glass of wine halfway and handed it to me.
“Thank you.” I took a sip and savored the clean, crisp taste in my mouth before I swallowed.
“There is nothing I can say or do to justify what I planned to do, Jillian.  I can only hope you will grow to trust me again.” His voice was solemn.  I thought he might reach for his bottle of Macallan, but instead, he poured himself a glass of water.
“I won’t be reduced to some dirty little secret.  You’re a better man than that, Mason,” I responded quietly. “I know who you are, but until you own up to that man…”
He took a sip from his glass and then set it down on the breakfast bar.  “Is that what you think I’ll do again?  Treat you like some little plaything?”
“Why wouldn’t I think that?  You have spent too much time trying to convince everyone, including me, that you’re this asshole.” 
“Fair point.” He crossed the room and retrieved something from a glass hutch that was on the far side, near the bedroom door.  I was so taken with the beautiful interior of his yacht, I hadn’t even noticed the exquisite glass hutch.  He held a small, square silver box, wrapped with emerald ribbon.
“Happy birthday,” he murmured.  His eyes burned through me as he waited for my reaction.  I took the box slowly, astounded that he’d actually gotten me a gift.  The sudden transition from our intense conversation to this birthday gift had me off-guard.
“You got me a present…” I blurted stupidly as I admired the elegant packaging. 
“Yes, months ago.” He tore his gaze away from me, and I noted traces of the mask return to his face.  He was preparing for any impending rejection.
My heart was in my throat as I lifted the lid of the box.  On a bed of plush indigo velvet was a white gold bracelet.  Tiny diamonds were etched in the intricate braiding of the white gold chain.  Two letters in white gold glistened in the afternoon sunlight.
“J&M?” I read the initials on this perfectly gorgeous bracelet.  I looked up at him, surprised and touched by this gift.  It was exquisite, yet not over-the-top.  I could see he put a great deal of thought into this gift. 
“Our initials.” Mason’s response was stoic; the distant facade had consumed most of his demeanor.  “I had it custom-made the day of the masquerade.  I wanted the world to know...” His voice trailed.  He wasn’t accustomed to spilling his heart out like this.
I was so overcome by what he said at that moment.  All this time, he’d never given up.  
“It’s gorgeous…” I breathed.  It wasn’t the beauty of the gift, or the diamonds that glistened in the light that enraptured me.  His thoughtfulness captured my heart.  I looked up at him, not knowing what else I should say aside from, “thank you.”
“Does this mean you’ll be mine?” His voice was like velvet as he came behind me.  He pulled the bracelet from the box.  His lips were sensuous across the nape of my neck as he locked the sparkling white gold around my wrist.  The ache in my core became sweeter as electric tingles erupted over my body again.  His strong hands were firm as they clasped me by both arms.  He continued possessing my neck down to my shoulders.  I could barely breathe and lost all sense of logic.  My back pressed into his firm, muscled front.  The heat of his body was overpowering as his large arms wrapped around my small frame.
“Say you’ll be mine.” He pulled me tightly against his body.  I felt his hard, long erection press into my back.
I need oxygen to think.  There was something I wanted to say...
“Mason…” I struggled to think as he resumed making love to my neck.  He knows how much that has always weakened me… 
I managed to hear my own voice.  “I only have one condition.  Please...” This was something that was very important to me, although I understood it would be difficult for him.  
“Mm.  Yes, I’ll let you pick the position.” His voice was seductive as he stooped down, with his hands cascading over the heat of my bare skin.  His fingers raked up the inside of my T-shirt and I felt the cool air hit my skin as the black fabric inched up my torso.  I felt the wet heat of his lips trail hungrily up my lower back, to my hip bones.  Oh, God.  How can I think?
Play the game.  Think.  Speak.
“I’m planning to go to Ohio sometime after graduation.  Come with me.”  
I found my strength and gave him the ultimate test.  This would determine how serious he was about loving me.  It would tell me how meaningful his words and actions truly are.
My heart sank as I felt him stiffen behind me.  His luscious lips left my skin.  Silence.
“If you really want me, you cannot continue to hide from Travis or my mom.  It will eventually come out about who I am dating and you cannot keep me as a secret,” I persisted.  The cool air met my skin as his body and lips withdrew from me, leaving an empty void in its place.
I’d put my foot down and I was going to keep it there.
“If we’re going to do this, we have to do it right.  I won’t be hiding the truth about my boyfriend from my family.  I will not build a relationship on a foundation of secrets and lies.”
With each word I said, his expression grew more tumultuous.
“I don’t hide from him, Jill.”  
I was growing tired of this all over again.  There was another pause of silence.  My heart was breaking again.  This is why I had to think of my interaction with him as a game.  
I tore away from him and stormed across the room.  It was stupid to think I could give him a second chance.  Even if we had reconciled, his family would try to tear us apart again.  I remembered my meeting with Zara and the subtle threats she  made on her father’s behalf.  I shook my head as I grabbed my faux leather bag from a white leather arm chair closest to the door.
“Jill, wait,” Mason said in a low voice as I slung my bag over my shoulder.
“No.  I’m tired of waiting and hoping you’ll own up to the man I used to know.  I spent too many years putting you on this damn pedestal.” I was flustered.
He came up behind me and took my arm.
“Mason, take your hands off me.” I spoke calmly, but I was close to losing my nerve.  I was pissed off, aroused, and struggling to maintain any reasoning still left within me.
The damn, cheap bag slung over my shoulder was continuously unclasped.  The snap that supposedly kept it closed was constantly unfastening because it was a cheaply made piece of shit.  
He grabbed my arm again, gently, and I jerked my arm away from him.  As I was telling him not to touch me, my bag fell from my shoulder.  It landed face down, allowing the contents to spill all over the glossy wooden floor.
He stooped to help me, for which I reprimanded him.
“I got it.  It’s fine.” I snapped.  I scooped my compact mirror, lip gloss, and hair brush back into my bag in a hasty, sloppy fashion.  He retrieved the two dollar bills, three dimes and two pennies that had scattered on the surrounding floor.  I snatched it from his hand and threw it into my bag.
Then, my eyes fell to the two pieces of paper that lay scattered just behind my left foot. With horror, I bent to grab it, but Mason retrieved both papers in one swift swoop.
Shit. Fuck. Shit.  
My heart was a torrent as I watched him study the torn bank check, written out to me for two million dollars, and signed by James A. Woodward.  I jumped to grab the check from his hands, in hopes that his brain had not yet registered what he’d just seen.  He yanked his hands out of my reach, keeping the torn check within his grasp.  I watched him hold both pieces together with two hands as he stared at it.  He stepped away from me, keeping me at a distance as he processed the betrayal scrawled out in his father’s handwriting.  
Then he looked down at me.  His expression was positively scary, and I’m not intimidated by him anymore… much.  I confess I was quivering slightly.  The raging quiet that loomed around him is what made the moment the most alarming.  
“What is this?” He roared, waving half the check in the air.  I took a step back, and then remembered myself.  I stood in my place as I stared him down.
I said nothing.  What was I supposed to say in that moment?  He was furious, and you cannot reason with an irate person.  There was no telling what he was going to do.  He looked at the check again, and then his gaze burnt a hole through me.
“This is a lot of money.”
“I know.” I held my head up high.  
“You could have paid off your college debt, and purchased a place of your own with this kind of money.” 
“An astute observation.  The bribe wasn’t worth it at the time.” I secured my bag over my shoulder.  He was so unpredictably furious; I half expected him to tell me to get out.  But, I’ve done nothing wrong.
“What wasn’t worth it?” He demanded in a low growl.
“Losing you.”  
“And now?” He took two steps toward me and was suddenly looming over me.  He tucked the check into the pocket of his khakis.
I frowned as I looked up at him.  I looked away as I bit my lip.  Hard.  I kept the check as a reminder.  Every time I felt sorry for myself, or longed for something that couldn’t be, I’d look at the check and remind myself that I’d never have him.  He was never supposed to see it.  It should have been burnt.  I should have been warned when Elyse found it two weeks ago.  
The silence ensued for what seemed like several minutes.  Then, I felt the force of his hands as they cupped my face and his lips came crashing down on my mouth, hot and needy.  His mouth enveloped my lips with such a furious intensity, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.  He literally sucked the breath from my lungs and I was left unravelled. He fisted two hands in my hair in such an animalistic, possessive manner.  I was melting, losing any resolve.  In that moment I knew, deep down, I was the only thing keeping him from losing his sanity.  I was the one thing keeping him grounded to planet earth.
He grabbed me and pinned me against the wall roughly.  It caused a reverberation that threw a framed painting in glass from its mount.  The glass shattered onto the wooden floorboards and we ignored it as we consumed each other.  I grabbed his shoulders harshly and he groaned before he hoisted me off the ground.  I wrapped my legs around his waist.  My teeth pulled on his earlobe and he hissed before he grabbed the back of my head with one hand and forced my mouth on his.  
His tongue demanded entry and I parted my lips for him, sucking on his tongue with such tenacity.  He growled into my mouth as I deliberately gave him a taste of what I could do to his cock.  I never knew I had such a fire within me. 
Realization dawned on me, and I reluctantly pulled away from him.  
“Mason…” I looked into his eyes, searching.
His body kept me pinned against the wall  “I promised no more games.  When do you want to go to Ohio?”
“Sometime after graduation,” I answered, still panting.
“Say the word, and I’ll have the company jet ready.” Of course he’d have a company jet.
I cannot describe the joy and relief I felt from his words.  “Really?  You’ll really go with me.  I-”
“But I want you to be mine.” His eyes were fierce as he bore down on me.
“Yes, Mason, but you will also be mine.  If I give myself to you, it will be on my terms, too.  Let me love you this time.”  
His eyes lightened appreciatively as I said this adamantly. Feeling his hard cock press into the apex of my thighs was pure torture, but I was sticking to what I needed from him.  A large part of me wanted to just fold under his will and let him fuck me every which way that pleased him.  
He’d never respect me if I only melted around him and lost my brain every time he tried to convince me of his will through sex.  Mason needed me to be strong, whether or not he realized that fact.  I needed this strength for myself as well.  Otherwise I’d lose the person I’ve always been, the person I used to be.
His mouth enveloped mine again as he walked me down the small hall.  He kicked in the bedroom door and threw me down on the bed.  I lay on the bed, with my wild waves splayed everywhere across the perfect mint green silk duvet.  He pulled off my jacket, my sneakers and then yanked my jeans down my legs with such hunger and greed.  His eyes captivated me with such profound power as he undressed me.  He had an impatience that was characteristic of Mason Woodward.  I sucked on my lower lip as I watched him yank my pants from my legs.  He pulled me up and lifted my black Pink Floyd T-shirt over my shoulders, leaving me in only socks, a plain cotton bra and my pink polka-dot boy shorts.  This underwear was the closest thing I owned to granny panties and I watched Mason’s eyebrow pique as he took in my pink polka dots.
“Sorry, no lace.  No thong.” I looked up at him as I lay on my back.  I admit the slight smirk on my face was a bit taunting.  He grabbed the elastic on my left hip bone and with two hands, tore thin cotton fabric.  I gasped, my mouth dropping open, as I gaped up at him.
“Problem solved.” He smirked down at me as the shredded cotton fell to the floor.  My mouth was a round “O” as I stared up at him.  Why was I in such disbelief?  Because, until this very moment, I thought I had the upper hand.  How wrong I was.  
“I suggest closing that mouth before I fill it.”
He had a way with words that could bring me to my knees… If I wasn’t already on my back.
“You ruined my favorite pair of granny panties!” I laughed.  Mason wasn’t laughing.  He was quick to remove my socks and bra with expert fingers. His eyes admired every inch of my naked form with a smoldering expression even as he undressed himself.  His pants and shirt plopped on the floor and he stood over me in nothing more than his boxer briefs.  He was the perfect picture of a Calvin Klein model.  
He watched me admire everything about him.  The spatters of black hair complimented his broad olive chest.  His smirk was wicked as he watched my eyes trail appreciatively from his muscled shoulders, down to his hard stomach and muscular thighs.  My eyes fell to the thick hardness bulging from his boxer briefs.  I bit my lip with wanting and he suddenly grabbed his package firmly.  It gave his large hand a good handful.
“You want this?” He asked with a demand in his voice.  I was so wet and needy.  The way he grabbed himself like that was so hot.
“I want you.” I splayed my body for him, and his smirk faded.
He crawled onto the bed and hovered over me.  His lips enveloped mine and I felt fire consume my body as his large, strong arms entwined around me, holding me tightly.  I felt so treasured in the way he held me possessively and kissed my lips.  His touch was lustful, hungry, and yet so tender and intimate.  It was intoxicating, but still strange to have him like this.  After two months of feeling hurt and angry, I was in his arms, completely enamored.  
He pulled away from me slightly and scraped his hands down my body, leaving a trail of heat.  I could feel how he left red marks across my skin as his lips worshipped every inch from my collarbone down to my stomach.  
“I bought condoms, latex-free, just in case you fell off the pill.” His lips grazed my stomach and he looked up at me with a wolfish grin.
“Is this a used box or was it wishful thinking?” I asked, spreading my legs for him.
A breath escaped him as I spread my legs.  His eyes were hooded, lustful.
“A man can dream.” 
“So can I.”  
His eyes flared as he looked at me.  “You are a stubborn woman.  So you know, the box is unopened.”
“Something tells me you’d get bored with a mindless bimbo.”  
His smirk was wicked and a soft moan escaped my lips as his thumb suddenly circled around my clit.
I opened my mouth to give a smartass remark, but his dark gaze caught me.  He placed a finger over my mouth to silence me and I complied.  His hands trailed along the slick folds of my heat, rewarding me for my obedience, and I bit down on my lower lip.  
He lifted my wrist towards his face and kissed the white gold chain that held our initials.  His lips caressed my open palm.  Oh, damn that is sexy...
He moved to his knees, with his palms pressed into the  mattress, on either side of my torso.  His eyes glittered with dark lust, but also with affection. 
“I don’t like the label ‘girlfriend’ because you mean so much more to me than that, but I suppose it will have to suffice for now.”  His voice was sultry as he loomed over me.  A wavy lock of thick, black hair fell into those perfect eyes.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m tired of being polite.”  
He suddenly grabbed my body with two hands.  I was flipped onto my stomach.  I felt a bear-claw grip on both of my hips as he pulled me close to the edge of the bed.  He removed his boxer briefs behind me and I suddenly felt the hard, heated press of his cock at the entrance of my opening.  
Instinctively, I clamped my thighs shut and felt my inner muscles flex.  His fingers slowly brushed along my wet slit, creating a delicious torment.  I moaned softly as pleasurable strokes of warmth flooded through my body and settled within my core.  My elbows felt weak from the tingles that erupted through me and I nearly fell off my hands onto the mattress.  He kept one grip harsh on my hip and the other grabbed a fist-full of hair.  My head was forced back.
“There are a few rules that still apply, my darling.” I felt the tug on my hair sharply as he spoke in that velvety voice that made liquid desire pool between my spread thighs.
“One: You’re my girlfriend, my lover, but I still know what’s best for you.  I know what you need.  You will obey me or there will be repercussions.  Am I clear?”
“Yes,” I moaned softly.
“Yes…?” He prompted further as his grip clamped down on my hip sensuously.
“Yes… Sir.” Oh. My. God.  I needed him so badly right now.
His lips trailed desperately from my lower back down to the globes of my ass and his fingers dug into my skin.  I could feel the indents of his fingers on my ass.
“Very good, my darling.” I felt the mattress sink behind me, under his weight as he positioned himself behind me.  With his large hands on my hips, he slid deep into me.  Oh, so deep… 
A groan escaped me and I almost lost my balance under the weight of his body as it pressed into me.  I wish I could have been doing resistance training all this time, instead of recuperating.  I felt a groaning moan behind me as he pushed his thick cock all the way to the hilt, stretching me open.  
“Fuck, you’ve tightened up,” He gasped as he began moving in and out of me.  My arms wanted to give out.  “Don’t you dare move.” He threatened with gritted teeth as his tempo became rougher and more demanding.  
Note to self: Resistance training starts tomorrow... if my arms aren’t too sore from today.  
His entire body pressed against mine and his arms wrapped around my torso as he overpowered me, possessed me, drilling into me.  His need for me was desperate and it matched his pace.  There was nothing but the sounds of skin against skin and his animalistic groans.  
Sex with Mason after a two month dry spell was something words cannot describe.  This goes beyond makeup sex.  We had made an unspoken promise to one another.
His thrusting continuously pressed against my most sensitive nerves as he filled me completely, pulled out, and slammed back in.  I felt the pressure of my impending orgasm build within me as I gasped and moaned his name.  I was struggling to keep myself on my hands and knees under the weight of his solid body.
“Who do you belong to?” He growled into my ear, as his fucking never let up.
“You, I belong to you… Sir.” I sucked on my lower lip as he groaned his response and nailed into me even harder.  I was gasping and whimpering at this point.
“Mm.  Give it to me now.  Come for me, baby.”
His command undid me and I clenched around his cock as my climax ripped through my body.  My entire body shuddered, and he continued fucking me through my orgasm.  The feeling of him behind me was euphoric.  Several minutes later, I felt him stiffen and groan loudly as he released deep within me.  His fist was in my hair again, pulling roughly, forcing my head back.
I felt his heavy breathing on my back as he came back down from his orgasm.  Slowly, tenderly, he planted soft kisses down my back while he still remained inside me.  He was everything I needed him to be, but deep down, I was still afraid.  
I still love him, and I won’t lose him this time.



Chapter 8
 
Mason
 
 
 
I finally had her where I wanted her.  As I lay beside her in the bed, caressing her hair, I pondered how much she has changed me.  I watched her, half-asleep, with her head on my chest.  My Jilly Bean has brought light back into my life.  I could only endeavor to give her the happiness she deserves.  This connection I have with her is deep, profound… and terrifying.
Her dark eyes fluttered open and she moved her head to look up.  
“No more games?” She asked quietly.  The defiance that was in her eyes earlier in the day was gone now, but I could tell she was still concerned.  And she has every right to be… 
“No more games, my darling.” I confirmed. “Unless you’re thinking of something kinky to play at.” I gave her a dark, wolfish grin and she flushed.  
“You are insatiable,” she laughed lightly.  I gave her a smirk as I brushed some of her wild hair away from her face.  
“It’s your fault.”
“My fault?” She feigned a scoff. “You shouldn’t be so damn sexy all the time.  I can’t help that I get wet just from looking at you.”  Her dark eyes sparkled as she bit her lower lip.
I grabbed that lip between my teeth and pulled, and then sucked on it tenderly.  She suddenly pinned me down to the mattress, kissing me deeply.  I felt her thighs straddle my torso as she aggressively took what she wanted.  Fuck. Me.  This is what I love about Jill.
Her appetite for submission and rough sex is as insatiable as mine is for dominance and hard fucking.  Yet, she could still pull out the surprises by getting aggressive on her own.
My hands raked down the skin on her back, leaving red lines as she sucked on my tongue.  Bloody hell.  She needs to do that to my cock.  I grabbed her hips and lifted her body up a little ways so I could suck on those round breasts.  They are exquisite, supple and porcelain with pink nipples that fit perfectly between my lips.  
“Oh Mason,” she breathed softly, and I watched her close her eyes as I savored the taste of her skin.  I rolled those pink nipples between my lips, nipping them with my teeth.  Her tits were made for my mouth.  I sucked on the surrounding skin, marking her as mine.  I felt her body writhe from my touch.  I was rock hard and ready to take her again.  We had two months to make up for, after all.
With my hands still gripping those hips, I forced her down on my raging cock.  She cried out and threw her head back from the sudden impact.  Hearing her gasp and whimper drove me fucking insane and I pistoned into her with a force I didn’t even know I had.
“Take it.  Every inch,” I hissed through gritted teeth as I pulled her hips down harshly with every deep thrust I gave her.  I sat up and held her tightly as our bodies moved together.  I felt her grind against my cock, taking every inch, as I demanded of her.  Her pussy gripped me like a vice and I held her body close to mine as I bounced her on my cock.  
My hand clenched a fist full of her hair and I felt her moan into my mouth just as my mobile vibed in the pocket of my khakis from the bedside floor. 
Christ.  
I knew who was ringing me- the very source of my emotional detachment.  That conversation could wait until I was finished with my little Jillian.  I ignored the incessant vibe and continued with the rhythm we’d found together.  I could feel she was close and I wasn’t about to deny her this pleasure.  I forced my cock deep into her, fucking her to the hilt, pounding against that sweet spot deep inside her.  Her gasps became more ragged and she grabbed my hair with two fistfuls.
I felt her release around me, but I continued my tempo with my arms wrapped around her body.  Once she’d finished her orgasm, I threw her down on her back.  I held her ankles over my shoulders and took her this way.  I felt every inch of her insides from this angle and enjoyed the view as well.  I watched her clench the sheets fiercely as she screamed my name.
“That’s right, baby.  Tell me who owns you,” I smirked down at her as I continued pounding that sweet little cunt.  I pulled out and let her watch me as I stroked myself, and then marked her stomach and breasts with my juices.
Her eyes flared with surprise, but I could tell she enjoyed it.  After all, she’s mine.  And I’m hers.
 
****
 
As it was growing dark, I offered to take Jillian back to the apartment she shared with Piper.  
“No, I’m not ready to go home.” She spoke confidently.  
I looked down at my mobile as we sat in the back of my Benz.  “My father rang earlier.  I don’t want you to witness this conversation.” I gripped the device so tightly, knowing what was in store for the evening.
Jillian caressed my face.  “I can’t be there for you only when times are good, Mason.  You have to let me in, all the way.  Talk to your dad, and I’ll be there to soothe you when it’s over.”
I grinned stiffly.  If I was in a brighter mood, I’d have something filthy to whisper in her ear.  I was pretty certain I knew what this impending conversation was about.  It was in the Financial News section of the paper.  I was in no mood to whisper sweet nothings at the moment.
Jillian helped herself to some wine and a sandwich at the breakfast bar in the kitchen while I retreated to my study and dialed my father.  I poured a large glass of whiskey while I held the phone to my ear and waited.  If he didn’t answer, I’d be perfectly fine with that.  I took a swig from my glass as the the call went to voicemail.  I ended the call. Too bad, at least I tried.  It was most likely for the best; I was still furious he tried to buy out Jillian a few months ago.  I never asked her for the details about how the check got into her hands.  The look on her face when I found the evidence earlier halted any demands I had for her regarding answers.  If my father was here in person, I’d throttle him with my bare hands.  Yes, it would be for the best if we did not speak this evening. 
I turned to exit my study and felt the vibe in my hand.  Damn.
“Dad,” I answered begrudgingly.
“Are you aware Tanaka and Yoshida are planning to merge with Forrester in Los Angeles?”
“Yes, I received the information yesterday afternoon.” I took a very deep gulp of my whiskey.  It wasn’t calming my nerves.  My blood was already boiling over and my father hadn’t said more than one sentence.  I wasn’t about to let him know I was aware of his scheme to buy Jillian out three months ago.
“They decided to drop us and go with Los Angeles.  Los Angeles! I wish Tanaka would just croak and let his son take over.  That boy is malleable.  He’d do a better job of managing his father’s company than you do with mine!”  
“Well, if your comment implies that I am not malleable, then I’ll take it as a compliment.  Thanks, dad.” I took another swig from my glass and looked out the window.
“This is all your fucking fault.  You realize that, yes?” My father’s berating words assaulted my ear.  “You were too busy whoring around New York with that little wench during a critical time in negotiations.”
His voice was growing louder with each syllable he spoke.  I could tell he’d had a few glasses of bourbon or something strong.  It was almost pointless to have this conversation with him.  He’d harass my hotel, office and house line if I hung up on him.  I was desperate to be freed of this titanium chain.  
“... That bitch! I hope she was worth it, you…!”   
I set the mobile on my desk and took a few sips of my whiskey.  I looked out the window and took in the bright lights of the city below.  I could still hear the muffled shouting that came from the other end.  I checked the calendar on my desk and penciled in a reminder to have Elizabeth, my secretary, make reservations with a new restaurant.  Jillian would love the place I had in mind for our second date.  The muffled shouting ensued, but a soft knock sounded at the door and caught my attention.
Quietly, I opened the door and saw Jill standing there, wearing nothing but an opened button down.  My button-down.  She was swimming in it, but she looked so damn sexy.  She beamed and held up two thumbs with a questioning look on her face.  I almost laughed, but I could only press a finger to my lips and pointed to the mobile sitting on my desk.
That’s when she noticed the drunken shouting that flooded through.  It was faint and muffled since I’d turned the volume down quite a bit.  A few profanities could be heard as my father went on and on.  Jillian looked up at me, wide-eyed and blinking.  
Then, she pushed the end-call button.  I couldn’t believe she did that.  
“Oops, dropped call.” She shrugged. “I’m going to guess he’ll be at it for a while before he realizes.”  
I stared down at her with admiration for her audacity.  She wouldn’t have thought to pull a stunt like this a few months ago.  She picked up the desk phone and punched the button that dialed the front desk in the lobby downstairs.
“Hi, Gus.  This is Jillian... I’m great!  How are you doing?” She smiled as she spoke into the phone and looked up at me as she spoke.
“Aw, that’s so sweet.  Hey listen, Mr. Woodward is very preoccupied with some projects this evening.  Would you please hold all of his calls until tomorrow morning?  Thanks so much, Gus!” She hung up the phone, and then pulled the cable out of the wall.  
She wasn’t fucking around when she said she was tired of games.  I don’t think she understood what kind of man my father was.  Still, I humored her and silenced my mobile before I left it in my study.  She took my hand and led me into the master bathroom.
“We had too good of a day to let him spoil it.” She said this as she turned on the shower.  Steam wafted from the hot water and fogged up the mirrors.  She attempted to pull my polo over my shoulders but then confessed she’d need a step ladder to pull it off.
I laughed and grabbed her, kissing her.  I cannot remember a time that I’d said two words to my father without fuming, not until this evening.  I made a promise to myself that I’d never let her go.



Chapter 9
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I sat in the entertainment room as I waited for Mason to be finished with his phone conversation.  I didn’t know who he was on the phone with, but there was a lot of shouting. 
“Don’t you fucking screw with me this time.  I want an answer now.  Get their secretary on the phone NOW.”  
I could hear him in his study as he paced back and forth in his study.  We were supposed to meet his cousins and Elyse for dinner and drinks at O’Rourke’s on Madison Avenue.  It is an upscale bar Piper suggested.  Mason had been going back and forth with someone all afternoon, constantly retreating into his study to shout and give orders.  I don’t understand why he felt the need to go into his study.  I could hear him loud and clear from anywhere in the penthouse.  
I had the television playing in the background, trying to watch old episodes of Friends.  I couldn’t pay attention and found myself staring down at my emerald T-shirt that hung off one shoulder.  I wore it with dark designer jeans and leather ankle boots.  I played with the white gold bracelet that carried our initials on my wrist.  
“No.  I don’t want anymore bloody excuses.  If you can’t pull through, then you’ll be out on your ass and I’ll get someone who can produce results.  Am I clear? … Good.”
I was beginning to question whether it was a good idea for Mason to grace the public with his presence.  I was already beginning to feel sorry for whoever would wait on our table at O’Rourke’s.  I might have to work extra hard at keeping him in check tonight.  The door to his study suddenly swung open and he emerged like a raging storm.  He raked a hand through his hair, looking disheveled but delicious in jeans and a white T-shirt that probably cost more than my paycheck for the month.
“Are you ready?” His voice was all business, terse and commanding.  He grabbed his keys and wallet off the breakfast bar in the kitchen.
“Whoa, slow down.  You’re not in a conference call right now.”  I had to remind him we were going out to have fun and hopefully relax with friends.
I walked up to him and slid my hands up his t-shirt.  I loved feeling the heat of his skin on my fingertips.  It calmed him when he got like this, but brought out the beast within.  He looked down at me with fire in his eyes as he grabbed my wrists with two hands.
“Keep that up, and I’ll fuck you good and hard.  Right here.  Now.” His voice was a growl.
I felt a sudden ache between my thighs, and the lace inside my jeans dampened.  He promised, though…
I tried to ignore my need for him.  Waiting would be worth it later.  My head rested gently against his chest and I heard the accelerated rhythm of his heart rate.  His chest heaved as he tried to keep himself controlled.  His hands fisted my wildly wavy hair.  
“Behave.” I whispered, but this only seemed to drive him wild.  
He grabbed my head and kissed my lips, forcing me in place as he ravished my mouth.  He pulled away and whispered huskily.
“You don’t give the orders, my darling.”
“You promised.”
He sucked in a deep breath and exhaled.  “Then let’s go.  The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I’ll have you bound and begging for my cock.”
“Maybe you’ll have me begging to take your cock.” I whispered, raking my fingers down his shirted torso.  I felt his breath hitch.  It thrilled and aroused me when I taunted him like this.  I knew he enjoyed it, even if he feigned irritation by it.  Maybe I earned a spanking for that remark.  I hope so.
He gripped the waist of my jeans, pulling me tightly against his jeans.  I knew his cock ached against the restraint of his denim.  Still, I pressed myself into him more firmly than necessary.  The knot in his jaw was so sexy, because it told me how badly he was trying to keep himself in check.
“I dare you to keep that defiance going, Ms. Pryor.”
Our lustful moment was interrupted when my phone chimed from an incoming text message from Piper.  She wanted to know if we were still planning to meet them at O’Rourke’s.
 
****
 
When Piper suggested going to an Irish Pub for dinner and drinks, I thought of two things.  First, I imagined a dive bar with old, Celtic music playing.  Second, I didn’t understand why people like Jackson and Piper would want to go to a bar like that to eat.  I could see Mason enjoying a place like this with my brother once upon a time, but now, a place like that was beneath his standard of living as well.  Still, I wasn’t going to complain.  It was really nice going out with them to places where I didn’t have to wear heels and a clingy dress if I didn’t want to.
O’Rourke’s Ale House was not what I expected it to be.  It was huge, with a large main floor that housed a massive wooden bar.  It seemed to have more beers on tap than I could count and there were large, plasma screens that showed off different sports games, from the UK and America.  On the opposite side of the main entrance was a huge game hall, with darts and pool tables.  The lighting on the main floor gave the ambience of an old rustic bar, while maintaining a very upscale decor and seating.  Surprisingly, the place was not blaring with noise, minus the few drunken outbursts as onlookers watched the games on TV.
We were shown to a booth that was situated in a darker corner, but still gave a good view of the bar and the plasma screens.  Piper was already waiting in the booth, nursing a beer.  She had a soft smile on her lips as she looked between the two of us, but she said nothing.  This was our first outing with others where we would be seen together, minus any sexual tension.  I slid into the booth and Mason sat beside me, wrapping his arm around me.  
“Hey, welcome to O’Rourke’s Ale House, where the fun never ends.  I’m Anya and I’ll be your server for the evening.” A waitress seemingly appeared out of thin air.  She looked bored, like she spent the early evening hours rehearsing that greeting over and over again.  Her chestnut hair was long and had mussed, tousled waves.  Silver bangles and leather braided cuffs lined one arm, nearly up to her elbow. Her lips were full and red, with light freckles sprinkled across her face.  She didn’t look like the other waitresses on the floor, even though she wore the uniform black slacks and green polo.
“So, do you guys know what you want?” She asked.  Her dark green eyes darted between the three of us.  
At that moment, Jackson arrived with… Ian.  “Look who’s back from California,” Jackson smirked as he slapped Ian on the back.
“I was not aware he was absent.” Mason’s tone was dry and unimpressed.
“Hey, man.  How’s it going?” Ian looked at Mason as he plopped down without a care in the world.  His long, light brown hair fell into his eyes as a dimple graced his face. I felt Mason stiffen beside me and his arm tightened around me.  He’s never liked Ian and has made it very, visibly clear.
“Something about him isn’t right,” he once said to me.  “Stay away from him when I’m not around.” Mason thrived on control, but I still trusted his judgement.  I went on one date with Ian and he didn’t seem so bad, but I had to agree something felt out of place with him.
The waitress cleared her throat as she tucked a tousled strand of chestnut hair behind her ear.  “I’ll give you a minute and come back.”
“Wait.  Get me a Guinness.” Ian looked up at her with a lazy grin.  He relaxed against the back of the bench and leered over her form, which she ignored, as she jotted down the rest of our drink orders and left the table.
“How was California?” Piper asked Ian once the waitress left with our orders.
“Sunny and smoggy.” He gave a grin and blew a strand of hair out of his blue eyes.
“Were you there on business?” Mason asked with an edge to his tone.  His effort to be nice was a little too forced.
Ian looked at Mason directly.  “I was visiting my mom.” He kept the ever-present grin on his face as he looked between me and Mason.
“Anybody ever say that you two make a cute couple?” He gestured between us with his pointer finger, then he fixed his gaze on me and winked, and I thought Mason might break his nose.
Jackson did his best to distract everyone from the tension radiating off Mason towards Ian.
“Where is your friend?” Jackson asked me.
“She’s not feeling well.  She has a bad head cold,” I answered honestly.  
“Pity,” Jackson responded, and I think he was sincere.  
Truthfully, I was still confounded by the scene I saw between him and the waitress in the corridor at his club.  It was weird, and I didn’t want Elyse getting mixed up with someone like Jackson, even if I liked him as a person.  The waitress returned with our drink orders, and took our food orders.  Dinner was awkward, thanks to Mason’s tension, but the real kicker took place once we’d cleared the check.  It was nearing nine o’clock when breaking news from CNN flashed in red on the bottom screen of one plasma screen adjacent to our booth.
 
Haruto Tanaka of Tanaka & Yoshida killed in boating accident...
 
I had never heard of this person or this company, but I heard Mason mutter something under his breath. “Fuck.”  
I turned to look at him and saw the grave storm all over his face.  He pulled out his cell phone, immediately silenced it, and placed it face down on the table.



Chapter 10
 
Mason
 
 
 
I cursed silently, doing what I could to hold it together until I was shut away with my own thoughts.  My cousins knew my father had sought Tanaka and Yoshida’s partnership for years.  I did everything in my power to impress them and I worked my ass into the ground to do what was necessary to accomplish their favor.  My painstaking efforts were never enough for my father.
We all watched the red strip at the bottom of the screen as it gave the vague news release.  I felt Jill’s eyes on me with concern.  I glanced over and found Ian texting on his cell phone.  Wanker.  I wanted to punch that fucking smirk off his face.
My father’s words played over and over in my mind, haunting my thoughts.  I wish Tanaka would just croak and let his son take over.  That boy is malleable... 
That conversation was only two weeks ago.  My father was confident I wouldn’t leak any suspicions.  After all, I knew most of his dirty secrets.  He was a filthy businessman, and claimed his tactics are what kept him on top of the food chain. 
The truth is, that Japanese investor was no better a man than my own father.  I shook these negative thoughts from my mind.  Call me insensitive and callous, but I felt nothing towards his lost life.  My father will give me an earful, to be sure… but that will be for another night.  
You’re not going to dwell on this Tanaka bullshit, I admonished myself silently.  
Tonight, I will fulfill the promise I made to her.  
I squeezed Jillian’s hand and leaned in to whisper into her ear.  From a distance, it probably looked like I was whispering sweet nothings.
“Let me take you home so I can fulfill my promise.  I’m going to drill you with my cock and feel you from the inside out.”  
I could feel the heat radiating off my Jilly Bean as I whispered those words into her ear.  She was so flushed, so gorgeous, so fuckable.  Mine.



Chapter 11
 
Jillian
 
 
 
My heart was thumping wildly in my chest as Mason pulled his Benz up to the ornate brownstone building at West 87th Street.
“You are aware that this is not an apartment, right?  It’s a house,” I teased once he’d opened the door for me and helped me out.  
“It started out that way,” He explained as we walked up the perfect stone path toward the porch.  “The first floor was my apartment while I was completing my first Grad year at NYU.  I ended up buying the whole building from Jackson and had the renovations done.  I still call it ‘the apartment’ out of habit.” He flashed me a grin that singed my panties.  Once we had left the pub, he relaxed a bit, but he was still visibly tense and on edge.
The keys jingled as he unlocked the door and waited for me to enter first.  The lights flicked on automatically as I stepped into the foyer.  Everything appeared as I remembered it.  It had only been about three months since I had been in this house, but it felt like so much longer than that.  I felt his hand on my lower back rest just above my ass and he ushered me into the living room.  His gesture was silent, yet commanding.  I watched him set his wallet, keys, and rolex onto the polished glass stand next to me.  He handed me a diamond studded keychain with the initial ‘J’ engraved on a rectangular clasp.  A small silver key dangled on the end of the overly expensive keychain.  There was nothing simple about the way Mason did things, even when it came to buying me a keychain.  I blinked, surprised, as he handed this to me.
“Another gift?” I asked.
“The proper response would be ‘thank you’,” He gave me a stiff smile.  The knot was tight in his jaw and I saw the tension radiating off his body as he flexed his knuckles.
“Thank you for this unnecessarily fancy keychain.” I looked up at him with a sugary sweet smile.
He smirked darkly down at me.  “I have some calls to make. Go upstairs and wait for me.  Lay face down in the middle of the bed, and I expect your hands behind your back when I enter.” His tone was domineering and he left no room for argument or challenge before he left me alone in the living room.  I heard the door to his study click as he closed himself off to take care of some unknown business.
A chill of excitement raced through me.  I didn’t know exactly what he had planned, but whatever it was, it would be delicious.  I’d be left panting and breathless.
I climbed the narrow stairs that ascended to the third floor.  With a jittery hand, I pushed the silver key into the knob and turned.  I fumbled in the dark for the light switch and managed to flick the light.  The entire room was illuminated and I gasped again as the contraptions and furniture triggered the memory of my last time in here.  
My eyes skimmed over all the furniture, the cuffs which were built into the walls at various locations within the room.  The steel beam was just above my head, and I closed my eyes briefly as I relived the night when he chained my arms above my head.  He lifted me so effortlessly and impaled me to the hilt.  The spikes of pleasure that coursed through my body was indescribable.  I’m stronger now than I was back then, but there is no denying I will always crave the way Mason commands my body.  I need it as much as he needs to dominate me.
Once I’d taken in the sight before me and recounted the vivid memories of my one and only night in here, my eyes fell to the king size, four post bed on the other side of the room.  A silk black mask was laid in the middle of the slate blue duvet.  I stripped out of my clothes, and left them in a pile by the bed.  I peeled the purple lace from my hips, now soaked from my anticipation and desire for Mason.  He never specified how long he would take to come up here, and I wouldn’t disappoint by not following his orders.  Carefully, I climbed onto the middle of the bed and lay on my stomach.  My arms remained at my sides.  I planned to place them over my back when I heard footsteps on the staircase because lying in a position like that for too long would be uncomfortable.
I lay in this position for a long time.  There was no clock in this room, so I can’t say how long I waited.  There was no noise to be heard from downstairs.  I felt myself get impatient and my body writhed with anticipation for what he would do to me.  
I must have dozed off during the time I waited for him, because I suddenly felt his hands on my hips.  His hands were rough as they ran over my skin, from my hips to my waist and up my back.  Still, there seemed to be a control and patience in his aggressive touch.
He grabbed my wrists and pinned them behind my back with one large hand.  
“You disobeyed my instructions.” His voice was crisp and I felt a wild adrenaline at the authoritative tone in his British voice.  I was already so slick between my thighs, and I felt even more heat flood down there.
The mask made the world around me pitch black, and I could only sense and feel.  It made my body feel alive.  Even the slight brush of his fingers sent a fiery tingle down to my pussy, and I felt myself throb with need.  Suddenly, I felt his hands rope my wrists together, over my back as I lay on my stomach.  The rope was thick, but not bulky.  It felt soft but firm against my skin, not at all scratchy.  In swift, proficient movements, he entwined the rope around my arms, nearly up to my elbows.  He knotted my arms together with such expertise and I found myself letting out a sigh of wanting.
He chuckled darkly and I felt his body move around me.
“What should I do with you, Ms. Pryor?  You didn’t follow my orders.  I specifically said I wanted your hands behind your back when I entered, and I found you half-asleep on the bed instead.” 
I felt a single finger, feathery light, rake up my inner thighs as I lay there, still flat on my stomach.  The position was putting pressure on my breasts and I was growing uncomfortable, but the graze of his finger fueled my lust for him.
“I waited so long for you,” I sighed softly.  First mistake.  I’m rusty at this.
“Sir.” I added that last bit hastily.  Too late.
He furiously gripped my hips, pulling my ass into an upward position.  I felt his tension and his need for release radiating off his body, especially as he forced my hips upright.  I let out a moan and arched my lower back, causing my cheeks to protrude further into the air.  I heard a groan escape his lips and his fingernails bit into my skin, raking down to the globes of my cheeks.  A hand suddenly imprinted on my left cheek and I let out a gasp at the shock.  The after-tingles settled right into my wetness.
“I expect my orders to be followed through efficiently.” He sounded like he was in his office, giving orders to an employee and it was so hot.  My body writhed instinctively, pushing toward him more.
Another sharp sting greeted my other cheek and more tingles settled between my thighs.  
“Am I understood, Ms. Pryor?” He asked, directly behind me.
“Yes, Sir.” I was panting with lust.
“Good.” The bed indented behind me from his weight and I felt the heat of his body so close to mine.  His hands kneaded my ass tenderly.  Then I felt his mouth on each cheek, nipping my skin and planting salacious kisses.  My breathing hitched as he kissed my skin there.  I felt light teeth marks amidst the way he used his mouth in that richly erotic way.  
“Please…” It escaped my lips before I even knew what I was begging for.
“If you’re a good girl, you’ll be coming at least three times before the night is through.” I felt his hot breath as it tickled my sensitive folds.  I was so wet for him, and I could tell by the way he was gripping my hips, he was struggling to control himself.
“Yes, Sir.”
His hands moved down my body and kneaded my ass again, before he spread my cheeks wider.  “So fucking beautiful.”
My body stilled, tensed at this brazen touch.  I should never expect anything less from Mason, but he’d never touched me there.  My whole body shuddered nervously.
“Relax,” he coaxed.  “I’ve taken two of your cherries. Tonight, I’ll have your third.  This virgin ass will be mine.”
Those words were so dirty, so wrong, and so hot all at the same time.  
How am I supposed to relax when he says something like that to me?
Oh!  I let out a deep gasp as I felt his mouth on my clit.  I was so lost in his forbidden promise I had no warning before his mouth was on me.  My back arched instinctively, pushing my pussy further into his face.  He grabbed my legs with two hands and took me with such force.  His tongue circled around my clit between nips.  Ripples of pleasure erupted everywhere, especially when he began tonguing my slit.  I let out loud, gasping moans as I bucked my hips.
His grip was fierce on my thighs as he stilled me.  “Don’t fucking move, sweetheart.”
My body quivered as I fought to keep my frame still.  His tongue caressed the lips of my pussy.
“I’ve never tasted anything so sweet,” he whispered as his breath tickled me again.  
Bound, and surrounded by darkness, I could only let him take what he wanted.  It was intoxicating and invigorating.  My senses were on fire.  I felt two fingers push into my wet heat.  The urge to buck into his hand was so strong, but I had to contain myself.  He thumbed my swollen clit, and it caused me to clench around him.  I suddenly felt a torrent of pleasure wash over me as I released.  He pulled his fingers out at the beginning of my orgasm and he watched my body writhe.  
I suddenly felt the slamming thrust of his thick, hard cock.  He pushed into me, all the way to the hilt.  I was already so wet and needy, that he slid in balls-deep.
“Mm.  Good girl,” He ran his hands along my arms briefly before he supported my body with his strong grip on my hips.  He pulled my body up slightly to relieve the ache forming in my neck from the weight of this position.  I was still coming down from my orgasm and I flexed around his cock as he began pumping me with such a madness.  The feeling was euphoric and I moaned and cried out loudly as he moved in and out of me.
He pulled out suddenly, and fingered my swollen pussy.  Then I felt that slick finger on the ring of my ass.  I sucked in a deep breath as he began playing with the forbidden area of my body.  
“Relax,” he assured me.  “This will make you feel so good once you get used to it.  I promise.”
I still felt nervous about the idea.  He continued to toy with my ass, and slid his pinky finger inside the pucker.  I didn’t know what to make of the foreign, invading feeling, but I didn’t want to tell him to stop.
His large, muscular body leaned over my small frame and he whispered in my ear. “Do you trust me?” 
I nodded before I remembered myself. “Yes…Yes, Sir.” My voice quivered slightly.
He slid the finger inside deeply and I let out a gasp.  I still felt his rock hard dick pressed against my backside as he played with my hole, now adding a second finger.  Ever so slowly, he began working his fingers in and out of the pucker.  I squeezed my eyes closed.  I felt my heart in my throat.  The ache in my pussy was magnified by his fingering, though.  A moan escaped before I realized it.  The aching turned into a throb as he continued to play with me there.
Suddenly, he slammed his cock back into my swollen, aching folds.  He began pumping me again while he balanced my body by the hips.  I heard his deep groans as he gave me a few more quick thrusts.  When he pulled out, I was left feeling empty.
He kept his hands on my hips tightly, and I knew I’d be seeing some bruises in the morning.  The tip of his cock was positioned at the center of my ass, still slick with my juices.
“Relax and breathe,” he reminded me as he very gently began pushing his way through the tightness.  I squeezed my eyes shut as the feeling of discomfort and pressure greeted me.
“Let me in, Jill.  Shh, relax,” he whispered softly, but it was still a command.  I complied to the best of my ability.  I inhaled a deep breath and exhaled, and he pushed in another half-inch.  He kissed down my back, around my shoulders and my neck.  I careened into his sensuous touch.  It was enough to calm my body and he’d pushed most of his length in.  I bit my lower lip as he slowly began moving in and out.  It started to feel good.  He picked up the tempo, and I heard him growl into my ear.  There was such a pressure, a different kind of pleasure building up within me.  
“Oh, Jill…” His breathing was strained as he continued in steady strokes.  One hand reached lower and began circling my pulsing clit.  He began rubbing my pink flesh aggressively as he continued thrusting.  He was so animalistic behind me and I could not hold back the orgasm that came crashing through me.  I clamped my lower region in response as I cried his name loudly.
His growl sounded more like a roar as he exploded inside me. His breathing was harsh, like he’d just run a marathon.  I felt the perspiration on his face as he planted a few kisses on my neck and shoulders before he pulled out of me.  Tenderly, he untied my arms from the knotted rope and kissed my arms and wrists.  Then his mouth crashed down on mine and I tasted myself on his lips.
“How do you feel?” He asked as he lovingly caressed my face.
“Good.  Really good.” I smiled.
“You can always tell me if something is too much.” He reminded me before his lips enveloped mine again.  He pressed his forehead to mine for a brief minute.
My Mason had returned to me.  It felt like the world was spinning on a different axis now.  There could never be any tension between us.  No more secrets.  I didn’t feel the need to struggle for my own voice.  He didn’t make me feel inadequate.
Still, I was afraid to tell him I loved him.  A sick feeling deep inside told me my heart would get broken again.  I pushed that feeling deep down into the abyss of forgotten thoughts. He promised no more games...



Chapter 12
 
Mason
 
 
 
The moonlight filtered through the shades as I watched her sleep.  I enjoyed watching her sleep.  It was calming to see her lay so peacefully.  My mind was often filled with so many of my own demons, but Jillian soothed that inner turmoil.  Things with Jillian were going very well.  Perhaps it was too good to be true.  Sometimes when I was left alone to my own thoughts, I got the twisted feeling this was all just a dream.  I’d wake in the morning and find I was living a reality that would not and could not involve Jillian.  The knowledge that she would never belong or fit in with my world in London disgusted me.  That’s why you don’t live in London.  New York is your home, I reminded myself.  
Would my father come to accept that I would not acquiesce to his terms and goals for me, for our family?  Fuck no.  Who am I kidding?  I knew my time as heir to my great family legacy was coming to an end.  If I am going to walk away from such a birthright, I’d have to ensure she is worth it.  She is.  Yes, but I will need to know this is permanent, not just long term…  
I struggled with the deeply rooted idea that I didn’t deserve a woman like Jillian.  I never did.  It’s a notion that had been ingrained in me since I was a young boy.  I knew that’s why I had pushed her away in the beginning.
I watched Jillian sigh softly in her sleep.
“I love you, Jilly Bean.” My whisper was soft in her ear and a faint smile curled her pouty lips.
“I love you too, Mason.  So much.” She responded sleepily.  Her chest heaved softly as she turned on her side toward my side of the bed.  My lips quirked into a small grin.  This was the only time I could hear her say those three words.  She doesn’t know it, but I often spoke those words while she slept.  She still has yet to say it to me while she’s conscious.  I know the reason why, and I only have myself to blame for that.
I started to settle for the night.  The gentle, rhythmic sounds of Jill’s breathing was soothing.  I kissed her forehead, and she suddenly jerked her head away.  The gesture caught me by surprise and I looked at her more closely.  She was asleep.
“No, Mason.  Leave me alone.  You lied.” Her body writhed and she flipped onto her other side.  Her fists balled and then her hand relaxed.  She writhed a bit more, and then began sobbing in her sleep.  Literally, crying.
What the fuck?
“Jill, you’re having a bad dream,” I placed my hand on her arm to calm her.  She jerked her arm away from my touch angrily, but I had to calm her.  I pulled her close to my body, but she flailed her arms.  I didn’t know what else to do. We spent many nights together like this, and I’d never experienced this from her.
“No.  No!  Get off me!” Her hands gripped the duvet fiercely.  Her arm suddenly jerked upwards and she scratched my bicep.  It was a deep and I felt the burning sting of the cut.  
“Jill!” I shouted now.  I gave her one shake to pull her out of this terrifying nightmare.  Her eyes suddenly flew open and she jolted upright in a panic.
Her breathing was ragged as she sat in the bed.  I flicked on my bedside light.  My arms wrapped around her small frame and I felt the pounding of her heart within her chest.
“Shh, baby.  It was a dream,” I whispered.  I half-expected her to push me away.  
Instead, she leaned into my embrace, although she was still panicked.
“Oh God, I hate those dreams.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.  She turned to face me with wide, dark eyes.  Her hair was wild from her thrashing about.  She curled into my tight embrace, and I caressed her hair with my fingers.
“It was just a dream, my love.”  
“I don’t know...” her voice was hoarse.
My hands stilled against her hair.  “You have these dreams often?”
She shrugged lightly. “They were more frequent a few months ago.  They became more sporadic as time went on.  I haven’t had this dream in about a month.” She sighed against my chest.  
“I was so fogged on painkillers after the accident.  Between that and the concussion, I had a hard time sorting reality from the abstract dreams I had.  It’s just that… the dreams feel so real.  It’s like I’m there all over again and it always starts out the same.”
I watched as she wrung her clammy hands while she spoke.  She kept her voice low.  A sick, disturbing feeling was rising within my gut.  A lump was forming in my throat with every word that escaped her mouth.  Why did I never consider this before?
“Tell me more about these dreams.” I fought to keep collected as I said this.
Jillian twisted her hands in the duvet.  “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, Mason.  They’re just bad dreams.  Please, just hold me.”
I wanted to hold her and comfort her, but I could not let this go.  I needed information.  And I needed it now.
“I will hold you, but I would like to know about these dreams in as much detail as you can provide.” My voice was becoming adamant.
I lay back against the pillow again, and gently pulled her with me so her body was cradled in the crook of my arm.  She lay her head on my chest and I wrapped my other arm around her as she breathed in deeply.  Her head suddenly shifted and she looked up at me.
“Oh my God, what happened to your arm?” She asked with wide eyes.  
I raised my arm and saw a few smudges of dried blood where she had scratched me.  It was fairly deep, about an inch in length.
“It’s nothing,” I kissed her forehead. “I’ve had worse in my lifetime.” Understatement of the century.
“Now, tell me about these dreams.” This was not a request.
She lay her head back on my chest.  “It always starts out with me screaming at you.  We’re always at Jackson’s house.  I’m so angry that you… lied to me.” Her body shudders against mine and it’s clear she doesn’t want to bring up that past.
“I’m running away from you.  I don’t want you to find me, so I climb stairs.  Sometimes they’re metal.  Sometimes they’re wood.  This part of the dream is usually abstract or blurry.  Then, I feel someone push me down the stairs.  I don’t see their face.  I just fall, and fall.  In my dream, I try to catch anything I can hold onto…”
I listen to her quietly, piecing together bits of information in my head.  
“... Then, I wake up.”  
“Have you spoken to anyone about these dreams before?” I continued caressing her hair.
“They’re just dreams, Mason.  I don’t have them all the time.”  She spoke the words, but there was hesitation in her voice, as though she did not quite believe herself completely.
“I told the doctor about my dream when I had a follow-up visit after the accident.  He told me it is normal for people to dream about things that caused trauma or frightened them.  Sometimes pain medication and concussions can cause distortions of reality.” She shrugged.  “I didn’t have them all the time, so I listened to what the doctor told me.”
I nodded, contemplating everything she told me.  The sick, twisting feeling that stirred within me did not dissipate.  It only grew.  I closed my eyes, trying to calm myself.  I couldn’t alarm her, but my suspicions had me unsettled, especially after the Breaking News earlier that evening.  I rubbed the stubble on my face, deep in thought.  Jillian still rested in the crook of my arm and I rubbed her back softly until I felt her slowed breathing.  She’d fallen back asleep.
I was left alone with my thoughts.  Disturbed images of my childhood invaded my memory, mixed with past shouting matches I’ve had with my father.  My blood boiled over with silent rage. Jillian’s smile intermittently came into my mind, mixed with the whirlwind that plunged my mind into darkness.  She was light in my life, but theories came into play within my mind, and it distressed me greatly.



Chapter 13
 
Mason
 
 
 
The strong smell of scotch greeted my nose as I lifted the glass to my lips.  My property on West 87th Street was quiet.  Too quiet.  Since when did I care if my home was too quiet?  Since Jillian re-entered my life.  A small smile crept up my lips, but the smile faded back to my typical grim expression when I recalled why I was fucking sitting here with a glass of scotch in my hand.  I lifted the glass to my lips again and felt the burn of the liquid down my throat as I stared blankly at a painting.  
There was immense pressure placed upon me, and it went far beyond business and company dynamics.  After the last few weeks, I’d already given the final “fuck you” to my father, but continued to play the role of his pawn simply to appease him.
As I sat at the glossy wooden desk in my study, with only my dark thoughts to keep me company, I reflected on the last few weeks.  I’ve been insanely stressed since I’d learned about the death of Tanaka, the owner of Tanaka & Yoshida Investments in Tokyo.  They were supposed to agree to my father’s terms and work with J.A. Woodward & Company’s expansion in Tokyo.  They backed out at the last minute, before the paperwork was supposed to be faxed, because Tanaka had decided to go with a corporation based in Los Angeles instead.  I didn’t give two fucks about it, but I hadn’t witnessed my father so angry in many years.  That anger was usually turned on me in my younger years, but now that fury had resurfaced.  I clenched my jaw firmly and rested a tightly wound fist against my lips, deep in thought.  
I felt the insatiable burn down my throat again as I nursed the scotch, but it did nothing to settle the torrent raging within me.  Tanaka’s body was found washed ashore just off Isshiki Beach in Tokyo.  Officials have claimed his death was due to a fatal boating accident.  Boating accident two weeks after he declined my father’s proposal?  My ass.  
I was extremely skeptical, especially after learning the truth that my father tried to buy out Jill behind my back.  She never took the money.  How many women would have?  A burning intuition was telling me my father was behind so much more than I knew about. 
The buzzer at my front door rang and I stood, feeling anxious but somewhat satisfied.  Punctual as always.  I had zero tolerance for tardiness.  I left the scotch in my study and rounded the corner to open the door to my apartment.
“Charles.” I greeted solemnly.  I was in no mood for happy occasions or small talk.  I held the door open wider to allow him to enter.
“Good evening, Mason.” Charles responded in a rich Scottish accent, and I eyed the briefcase he carried with him.  He was a balding man with graying hairs on the sides of his round head.  His dark pinstripe suit with the black tie spoke of his professionalism.  I had patience for nothing less.  I was paying this man top American dollar to do the job I paid him to do.  The morning after I’d learned about Tanaka’s death, I hired Charles to go through the surveillance in and around my father’s company building.  It was a grueling task, and it took weeks to pour through the last three months of collected surveillance.  He’s a retired MI-6 Agent, who has become a trusted resource over the years.  I led him to my study and offered him a drink.
“Macallan,” he responded, eying my expensive glass bottle of whiskey on the desk.  I poured him a glass as he set his briefcase down and began retrieving a manilla folder that was neatly kept within.  I set the whiskey glass beside him on the small, rounded table in my study.  
“What did you find?” My tone was all business as I sat opposite him in a plush velvet arm chair.  I reminded myself to go easy on the scotch.  I’d need a clear mind to deal with the information he was about to unleash on me.  I could feel it in my gut.  This man worked tirelessly on the private case I’d hired him for, and he had asked to meet me here.  He wouldn’t have flown from London to New York if he hadn’t found any information.  
Charles took a swig from his whiskey glass and then retrieved the manilla folder and carefully removed the contents within.  
“I conducted as extensive a search as possible.  The day-to-day surveillance appeared monotonous.” He pulled out some enlarged surveillance photos and handed them to me.
“This was pulled from the surveillance, dating back to February 23rd of this year.”
I looked at the photo, it was grainy at best.  The image captured of a tall man, dressed in expensive business wear.  His hair was slicked back with gel and he wore Raybans as he exited my father’s main branch in London.  He carried a briefcase in one hand and looked calm and collected.  A rowdy smirk was on his face, and he looked extremely familiar.  I squinted my eyes and sucked in a sharp breath as the recognition seized me.  
What. The. Fuck.
“Most of the people who enter and exit J.A. Woodward & Company do so on a consistent basis, or they enter with a business partner or with a staff for meetings.  It is atypical for a man to enter only one time, alone, meet for twenty minutes, and then exit.”
“Are you sure he wasn’t just turned down for a job interview?” I asked, trying to rule out all negative options that were rolling about within my mind.
“...With a smirk like that?” Charles pointed out with a furrowed brow.
Right.  
“Tell me everything.  Stop dancing in circles.” My voice was getting terse.  I needed to set my scotch on the table and calm myself before I shattered the glass in my hand.
“Your father is a businessman, not a technical man.  That’s why he hired an IT department.  The Cloud drive that hosts the surveillance was easily hacked and I was able to gather this information.”
I looked at the man with a deadpan stare.  I didn’t need an educational lesson on how and why the security was hacked.  I wanted facts.  Now. Bloody now!
“I gathered surveillance on all meetings your father had that day, and found a very brief meeting with this man.  There has not been another meeting in person between the two since the twenty-third of February, and then again they met once just one month before Tanaka’s death.”  
I was intrigued, but also filled with horror.  February twenty-third was just one week before Jillian’s accident down the stairs.  One month before Tanaka’s death would have provided plenty of time for this acquaintance of mine to head to Tokyo, and create a set up… I blinked several times, trying to process everything that was thrown at me.  Was I in slight shock?  My mind was reeling.  I was handed a few photos of my father meeting with that fucker.
“I ran a private investigation on the lad.  He goes by the name Ian Brennan, an obvious freelancer.  The question is what type of freelance?  I have my suspicions.  Your father handed Mr. Brennan a folder, paced back and forth while Mr. Brennan kicked his boots up on the desk like he was at home.  They must know each other well.  I can’t imagine your father allowing anyone to do that.” Charles handed me another surveillance photo of Ian sitting back with his feet perched on the edge of my father’s desk.  Again... What. The. Fuck?
My fist was clenched tight as I rested it against my mouth.  My jaw was tight.  I had a pretty good fucking clue what Ian Brennan was hired for...
“What else can you tell me about Ian Brennan?” I demanded, trying to keep my tone collected.  That wanker has been putting his hands on MY girl.  He’s been snaking his way around my social circle, using Jax as a way in.  The rage within me was boiling.  Red was the only color I saw at this moment.
Charles pulled out some documents, which he’d collected from a private background search.  
“I did a little searching of my own to see if I could find anything else about him.  I didn’t find much.” He handed me a few old mug shots of Ian.  He was just a kid in the shots, holding a sign that read Boston Police Department.  There was a smug half-smirk on his face as he displayed the sign, and he stood just over the six foot mark against the wall.  Wanker.
“Ian Michael Brennan… let’s see.” Charles rummaged through some personal notes.  “His father was part of the Troubles back in Ireland...IRA terrorist.  He came over to the states in the 80’s, got in rough with a hotshot in Boston by the name of Victor Doran and was reportedly killed in a drunken brawl-”
“I don’t need to know an autobiography, Charles.  I want to know about the bastard himself and what the fuck he was doing with my father in London.” My patience was nonexistent.  I drained my scotch and crossed the room for a refill.
“I was getting to that, Mr. Woodward.  Turns out Ian Brennan got into a bit of trouble while he lived in Boston.  Looks like nothing major, a few misdemeanors, but he was bailed out by this Victor Doran.  After these mugs were taken, his mum was found a bloody mess in their home.  Some say she was murdered, but the papers printed that it was suicide.  The police claimed the Brennan kid was no suspect.  If you ask me, his choice of livelihood ain’t honest.”
No shit.  I drained my second scotch.  The stress was eating me alive.  Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.  My father lived by that motto, and drilled it into me while I was growing up.  Ian fucking Brennan.
“I can conduct more research on the lad.” Charles offered. “I didn’t want to waste any time, though.  I think this Mr. Brennan was hired by your father to do his dirty work.”
I rubbed my temples, and then the bridge of my nose.  My head was beginning to pulse with a throbbing ache.
“Thank you, Charles.  I’ll let you know if I need your services any further, but I will take it from here.”
I showed Charles to the door and then reminded myself to breathe.  I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror just outside the door to my study.  I hardly recognized myself... wild eyes, disheveled, red-faced.  I’d need to calm the hell down before I took any action.  I still didn’t know much about this Ian Brennan or what I was actually dealing with, but I was intent on one thing.  I pulled my mobile from my pocket and dialed a number.  My cousin answered after the third ring.
“Jax, I’m curious if you have the number for your friend, Ian.  I’ve heard about his reputation as a consultant and I’m interested in doing some business with him.” My tone was businesslike and orderly.  It took everything within me to remain collected as I spoke.



Chapter14
 
Jillian
 
 
 
Graduation Day finally arrived and the weather was perfect for this Saturday commencement.   I’d gotten my grades back from all of my classes, and despite the drama of this last semester, my grade point average was very good.  I was pleased with myself for pulling through, and not allowing all of the drama to drag my grades down.
“Travis!” I squealed like a silly girl as I ran into the arms of my brother.  He picked me up and twirled me around as he used to when I was little.  The force was enough to knock my graduation cap off my head.  I kept my arms around him in the biggest bear embrace.  Adrenaline from the excitement of seeing my family coursed through me. 
Travis grinned and set me back down on my feet just outside the Yankees Stadium.  Crowds were everywhere and I felt squashed against my brother as people pushed past us to file into the stadium.  The commencement was uniting all the schools and colleges of New York University inside this grand stadium in the Bronx.  For me, this was going to be a major event.  
I managed to hold Travis at arms length and looked at him.  His chestnut hair had grown out to a somewhat shaggy mess, but it suited him.  His usual rugged wardrobe was replaced today with a blue and white checkered button-down shirt and jeans with a hole at the knee, and converse.  Okay well, at least his shirt is ironed.
“Sweetheart, be careful.  You will wrinkle your commencement gown.” Mom said as she appeared just beside Travis and wrapped her arms around me.  I held her tightly.  So tightly.  It brought tears to my eyes to see mom and Travis again, and my heart swelled.  I didn’t want to let her go, but we did have a ceremony to attend.
“How was the drive from Ohio?” I asked.
Mom and Travis looked at me curiously.  “We took the flight you emailed,” my mom said with a raised brow.
I didn’t book a flight for them… Who has that kind of money?  Mason.
“This is the last time I’ll accept.  If the ticket was refundable, I would have taken the car,” Travis added.  “You need to be saving money.  I didn’t realize your new job paid that well.”  
“Traffic can be rough and I was worried the car might break down or something.” That was the truth.  I had been concerned my mom and Travis wouldn’t make it to New York in time, especially since Travis mentioned they’d be leaving the morning before because of his work schedule.  I blabbed my frustrations to Mason one evening as I refilled my wine glass.  He’d been standoffish and distant that night; I didn’t think he was actually listening.  I assumed he was just fuming over the idea of having to face Travis again.
Why wouldn’t he tell me he booked my mom and brother a flight?  I’ll have to thank him later.
“I’m dying to meet this boyfriend of yours,” mom said with a smile.
“You’ll see him later.”  
You met him years ago.
I never told mom and Travis about Mason.  It wasn’t a conversation I could have over the phone, given our history with Mason.  This was something I needed to tell them in person.  I wasn’t sure how Travis was going to handle this news, and that part made me nervous.  As it was, Mason was very cold every time I mentioned mom and Travis, especially Travis.  My heart swelled in my chest when I realized he had purchased their flights though.
 
****
 
Commencement was as exciting as could be expected.  A Spring breeze kept trying to knock my cap off my head.  I should have clipped my hair away from my face.  I nearly tripped over my heels as I took the steps to receive my diploma.  As I was walking towards the Dean, a breeze blew my hair into my face and stuck to my lip gloss.  It was definitely not a Hollywood movie moment.  As I shook the Dean’s hand, I took a quick scan of the crowd in the stadium seating.  I remember doing the same thing at my high school graduation when I received my diploma.  I saw Mom sitting with Travis.  The spot next to Mom was empty, and my heart suddenly dropped to my stomach.  He missed another Graduation.
No, he didn’t.  Just before I turned to exit the stage, I spotted him standing a few rows above mom and Travis.  He was holding a bouquet of orange Lilies, wearing a dark blue button down with the sleeves rolled up halfway, and Khakis.  He grinned at me, and winked.  He was so gorgeous.  My stomach did a double flip-flop and I gave him an ear-splitting grin.  Relief and pure joy washed over me.
After commencement, students gathered with their families to take photos and receive congratulations.  The breeze kept whipping my hair into my face and I was desperate for a hair tie.  Mason stood off to the side while I had pictures taken with Mom and Travis.  They didn’t even realize he was there standing off to the side, and it felt awkward.  I wanted Mason to be in the pictures too.
I didn’t understand.  Was he still angry with Travis?  Sooner or later, my family would have to learn about him.  He was planning on taking us all out to dinner to celebrate my graduation.
“Mason!” I waved him over, and I watched as he visibly stiffened.  His expression was a glare in my direction, for the briefest of moments before he succumbed and walked in my direction.
I didn’t want to give anyone any momentum for a reaction.  “Mom, can you take a picture of us?”  
My mom stood there, shocked for a moment.  Okay, perhaps I should have given everyone some time to process this sudden transition.
I couldn’t look at Travis, even though I felt his icy gaze on us.  The immediate tension was so thick between my brother and my boyfriend.  It was smothering.  Suffocating.  Maybe dinner afterwards was not such a good idea…
Mom lightened some of the tension when she suddenly grabbed Mason in a huge embrace.
“Oh honey, how are you?  We missed you.” Her eyes were teary.  She was always an emotional person.
Awkward.
Mason was rigid in her embrace, just as he was the very first time I hugged him in the back of his Benz when he picked me up outside the Starbucks months ago.
“It’s good to see you, Mrs. Pryor,” Mason murmured and lightly hugged her in return.
Mom and Mason relaxed their embrace.
“Alright, smile, you two. Today is a happy day!” She coached as she positioned the camera.  Mason remained stiff at my side, like he was afraid to touch me.  The disapproval radiated off my brother, and was ruining the pictures.
I grinned as I wrapped one hand around Mason’s waist.  I could still feel how tense he was, with Travis quietly staring.  Mom took about fifty pictures of me with Mason.  When pictures were finished, I turned to look at Travis.  His jaw was set, his mouth in a firm line.  Confused, with a ‘What the fuck?’ expression, clearly etched on his face.  
“Jill, I didn’t know you were talking to Mason.” He said in a very pensive tone as we all walked to the parking lot.  I never liked that tone.  He used that tone during my teenage years whenever I tried to lie about something.
“Yes…” I answered.
“Jillian reached out to me a few months ago,” Mason responded in just as stoic a tone.
“Hm.” That was my brother’s only reply as we continued walking.
Tension.  The rental car was only a few yards away.  We can make it.
“Oh, for goodness sake!” My mother suddenly threw her hands up in the air.  “Whatever happened between you two... it was years ago.  You were much younger then, with less wisdom.  Can’t you put it behind you?”
Damn, Mom.  
Silence followed.  My brother looked straight forward, not making eye contact with anyone.  His mouth was still clamped in a tight line.
“Of course, Mrs. Pryor,” Mason responded calmly in his professional tone, which he used when addressing staff.  “It was another lifetime ago.  Now, I’d like to take everyone out to dinner to celebrate Jillian’s big day.”
Travis raked a hand through his hair.  “That’s fine.  I’ll pick up the tab.”
“No, it’s my treat.” Mason answered in a demure tone.
“I’ll treat my own mother and sister, thanks.”
“You can treat yourself, but I’m picking up the rest of the tab.” Mason’s tone became more stern.  His nostrils flared.
“Travis.” I was getting annoyed.  My brother said nothing more and I knew he wasn’t about to spoil the day for all of us.



Chapter 15
 
Mason
 
 
 
You’re fucking my sister, and I know it.  
I could see it plainly on his face as he sat across from me at the table in Carlito’s.  He was uncomfortable sitting here with me, and I was equally uncomfortable, although my upbringing allowed for me to mask it.  There were times when I wished for things to go back to the way they had been when Travis and I were younger.  Those days were more carefree- filled with my days at the office, and my nights going to rock clubs with Travis.  Those years had been filled with booze, sports games, music and constant arguments about which team or band was better.  That was our friendship.  Things could never go back to that point, and perhaps if things never changed, I wouldn’t have Jillian in the way I do now.  She is the anchor to my sanity.
I felt her reach over and squeeze my hand.  It was difficult to not rove my eyes over her mint green sundress.  It was dipped just low enough to leave room for my imagination, not that I needed to use my imagination.  I knew what those beautiful breasts looked like, and I couldn’t wait to tear that dress away and suck on those perfect, pink nipples later tonight.
 
****
 
I had to wait four fucking days to meet with Ian Brennan.  He claimed he was in Ireland visiting his Gran.  Right.  Bollocks. I’m certain he stopped in California along the way to visit his mum.  I kept Jillian at my penthouse; I needed to keep her close by and within my line of vision.  While I was at the office, I  ordered security to be blended in with the hotel staff.  The men were also given specific instructions to discreetly follow her. 
Of course, she didn’t know any of this.  I wasn’t about to alarm her and give her paranoia, at least not until I had a chance to sit down and hopefully have an adult conversation with Ian.  I’d arranged with him to meet me in my office at two o’clock on the Thursday following Jillian’s graduation.
The day was crap, and filled with stress aside from my impending meeting with this fraud of a man.  My father harassed my personal office line throughout the morning, and I could keep him at bay for only so long.
I phoned him back around noon, prepared to hear the vomit that would pour from his mouth this time.  
“Do you have any idea what kind of buzz the media is creating around you?” My father asked with malice in his voice.
I rubbed the stubble on my chin as I looked out at the expansive view of Manhattan.
“Do you think I give two fucks?” I asked.  I’ve reached my limit.  Cut me off.  He’d be doing me a favor.
“The media is having a field day with this gold digging whore.  There are several photographs of you both around the city.  You attended her college graduation?  Son, what sort of game are you playing at?”
I wasn’t going to defend Jillian to my father.  Defending her would only infuriate him further, and provide additional information which he didn’t need to have about her.  There is no reasoning with a sociopath like my father.  We’re talking about a man who possibly hired a hitman to create a “boating accident” and an ”accidental” fall down the stairs.  My father is a smart businessman, but he’s not a genius.  These accidents are much too coincidental.  They are timed too closely…
My old man scoffed.  “You might give two fucks when you realize you’re out on your ass, alone, in the dark.” These threats were outdated, and amateur at best.
“Alright.” I replied casually.  What the hell else am I supposed to say?  I’d let him bitch, and then continue on with my day.  My calm state only angered my father further.
“I never liked you hanging out with that Pryor shithead in your youth, and now you’re playing games by letting your dick roam to his sister.”
My brow furrowed.  Now he had my attention.  
“You never liked it, but you tolerated it.” I wanted to see what he’d have to say about this.
“Tolerated it?  Is that what you think?” My father sneered.  My nostrils flared.
“Well, yes… you never did much to prevent our friendship.”
My father chuckled.  My heart suddenly hammered in my chest from that chuckle.  It sent a chill down my spine.
“It no longer matters, dad.  My friendship with that man has been over for years since he slept with Ella.”
“Yes. Yes I suppose it is.” His tone was amused, yet callous.  My blood boiled in my veins.
“I will remind you of one simple fact, Mason.  You are my one and only son.” How unfortunate for me.  
“Do you truly believe I would turn everything over to my nephew without enforcing a bit of action?  Yes, he is my nephew, however, you are my son- a perfectly healthy, able-bodied and strong man.  You just need a good kick in the ass to set you on the right path. Why the fuck would I disinherit you without taking full advantage of my resources first?” He was angry, malicious and threatening.
The chill down my spine only magnified tenfold, enough to make the hairs on my arms and scalp stand on end.  Nobody has ever had such an effect on me in this way as my father did with  me.
“I’m a very powerful man, son.  Do remember this.  I have many people in my pocket and I will do what is necessary to secure our family’s legacy.”
I could no longer think clearly in this moment.  My father sucked all the oxygen from my lungs with his threats.  
“You might have powerful resources busy sucking your dick, but remember this, dad: The apple doesn’t fall far from the fucking tree.” I slammed the phone back down on the receiver.  I was finished with this conversation.  I was no longer going to be his punching bag.  
I hit the Do Not Disturb button on my office phone, then paced wildly back and forth, in privacy behind my locked door.  I was like a caged animal; I felt my sanity slipping... again.  He threatened Jillian’s safety… because of me.  I’d do whatever was necessary to keep my love safe.  She is MY Jillian.  MINE.
My vision was blurred when I phoned my housekeeper, Mrs. O’Malley, to bring me a coffee.  Perhaps some caffeine would rejuvenate my thought process and help me think clearly.
Approximately twenty minutes later, my angel sends me a text message.  She must have been talking with Mrs. O’Malley.
Jill:  Is everything ok??
Me:  The day can just fuck right off.
There was no reply from her.  I assumed my mood scared her off.  I had that effect on everyone when I hit this downward spiral.  As it was, I had the rest of the staff scattering like lost bugs every time I left my office.  I wasn’t only enraged from my father’s threats over the phone.  My meeting with Ian was in just thirty minutes, and the impending outcome of it had me on edge.
 
****
 
Forty-five minutes late.  I was forced to cancel all meetings until four o’clock.  Fuck the coffee.  Mrs. O’Malley promised she’d bring my mug as soon as she was able.  I was no longer concerned with caffeine.  I was concerned with Ian’s tardiness and possible no-show.  I was beginning to question his level of talent and professionalism in whatever it was that he did for a living.  I no longer believed he was an actual consultant.  My father never met with consultants only once, and those meetings were never in his office.  They were reserved for the meeting rooms.
I pulled a flask of whiskey from my top desk drawer and took a swig.  It felt like I was dangling off a cliff, stressed about Jillian’s safety.  Some of the possibilities which floated around in my mind caused a knot to form in my stomach.  
Talk to Ian first, before you jump to any conclusions. 
The rational side of me was clawing at the surface, and I took another swig.
Beep.  Elizabeth paged my office.
“Mr. Woodward, your… two o’clock appointment is here.” She said this hesitantly, because the prick was almost an hour late for our meeting.  
Thank fuck he even showed at all.
“Wonderful, Elizabeth.  Show him in, please.” My tone was unnaturally demure as I spoke into the intercom.  I kept my whiskey flask on the desk and took a seat in my office chair.
Within a minute, the joker struts into my office with a half-smirk on his face, very similar to the one I examined in his adolescent mug shot.
“Mr. Brennan, please have a seat.” I gestured to the set of dark leather chairs facing my desk, while remaining as professional as humanly possible.  “May I offer you something to drink?”
The fucker just smirked at me while he slumped down in the chair.  He perched his feet up onto the edge of my desk.  I eyed his shoes on my desk, attempting to maintain my composure.
“Drinking during a business meeting is highly unprofessional, Mason.  No wonder your dad questions whether you can run the company.”
I took a swig from my flask, eying him the whole time.  Keep it together... keep it together.
“I have coffee or tea for the pussies,” I responded with a polite smile.  “Would you prefer that?”
“Nope.” He kept his feet in position on my desk.  I’d have to get those scuff marks removed later.
We stared at one another for several minutes, each measuring the other up.  The man would not stop smirking.  I wanted to punch it off his face.
“I understand you were in Ireland recently.  How is your Gran?” I asked, while trying to get a good read on him.  Unlike most individuals I’d interacted with, this one was difficult to read… because he wouldn’t stop smiling.  Nobody smiles that much unless they’re up to no good.
The bloke actually stopped grinning, for once.  He looked at me with a quizzical expression.  “I never said I had a Gran.  She’s dead, God rest her soul.” He made a sign of the cross and then blew a kiss toward my ceiling.
I’m dealing with a psychopath.  Brilliant.  Enough of this bullshit.
I cleared my throat.  “I’m curious to know what you were doing in my father’s office.” I assessed him carefully.  I was treading on dangerous grounds.  The man was obviously keen, regardless of his mental state, and was sizing me up as much as I was doing the same to him.
“Oh, I was hired to kill Jillian.”
I recall staring at him blankly, astounded by his extremely blunt confession, and carelessness on the subject.
The knot in my stomach was twisting uncomfortably.  I wanted to throttle him and throw him through my forty-second floor window.  I was about to combust with rage.  This is the man who hurt my Jillian.  I noted how his eyebrow piqued, discerning my fury.
Tread carefully... Tread carefully.
I nodded as I felt my chest constrict.  My own father hired a hitman to kill Jillian.  I inhaled and exhaled deeply to relax my tightened muscles. 
“Am I correct in assuming Tanaka did not die in a boating accident?” I asked this as calmly as possible.
“Yep.” Another fucking grin.  
“If you were hired to kill Jillian, why is she still alive?”
Ian arched a brow at me again.  His eyes glinted and matched the half-smirk on his face.
“That’s easy.  My expertise lies in making it all look like an accident.  Your dad didn’t want any broken necks, no blood, no suffocation… just make the whole thing look like an accident.” He shrugged. “That doesn’t leave me with a whole lot of wiggle room, eh?  I pushed her down the stairs, knowing it wouldn’t kill her, but would send her to the hospital.  There, I could slip a little something-something into her IV drip.” He grinned.
I was not smiling.  I was ready to commit murder in this office, and then again in London.
“After you two broke it off, your dad tore his end of the deal. He didn’t feel she was worth the extra money for killing.  I don’t fancy contract withdrawals.  Once I get hired for my time, I intend to stick to it.  He’s just lucky he didn’t back out of the last deal.” He gave me a knowing look, and then grinned.  He relaxed his hands behind his head, while I absorbed everything he’d said to me.  “So, what can I do you for?”
“Do you have any plans for an attempt on Jillian’s life?” Since the sick shit was being so honest, I might as well ask blunt questions.
“No.  Don’t get me wrong.  I’d take the job if he hadn’t backed out on the lass the first time around.  I don’t do second chances with the same target.  That doesn't mean he won’t hire someone else to finish the job.”
Nausea suddenly erupted within me.  I was going to be sick.  I wasn’t a trained professional like this man was.  I had an MBA from NYU, not a trained eye.  I didn’t know what to look for.  The security I’d hired to keep Jill safe could easily be picked off before anyone knew what was happening.  I knew that much.
I took a deep breath.  It ripped my heart out to think I might lose Jillian, but I had to make a choice: Her life, or her heart?  If I kept her with me, both would be lost.  Permanently.  The burden of this choice was excruciating.  
I looked at Ian as he smoothed the sleeves of his expensive charcoal suit.  
“What services do you provide?  Surely killing is not your only area of expertise.”



Chapter 16
 
Jillian
 
 
 
Late August
 
The weeks turned into months.  Mason was particularly busy after I confided in him about my occasional nightmares.  He was dealing with a lot of stress that I knew nothing about.  He refused to talk about work during our time together.  I only heard him raise his voice while on the phone.  He’d shut himself away in his study and chew someone out.  When his Vegas expansion opened in June, I offered to accompany him to the grand opening.  He dismissed my offer, saying he was only going to be there for one night and his people had everything taken care of… It was a vague response, but I trusted his judgement.
By July, I practically moved out of Piper’s apartment and into Mason’s penthouse.  I spent so much time there, that Mrs. O’Malley began checking in with me regarding the week’s menu and miscellaneous errands.  On the weekends, Mason would take the yacht out on the water.  Sometimes, we’d just stay in and “watch” something on Netflix, but trying to watch a movie with Mason was nothing but a joke.  I can’t tell you how any of the  movies ended.
 
****
 
It was a humid afternoon when I walked through the thick glass doors of J.A. Woodward & Company, holding a stainless steel mug of coffee.  This whole venture gave me such deja vu, but I didn’t mind it.  I hadn’t been in this building since February. 
Unlike the last time I’d been here, when Mason ordered me to bring his coffee, he wasn’t expecting me.  This was a surprise.  I had a change of plans earlier in the day, when I stopped by his penthouse to grab the sunglasses I’d forgotten on his night stand.  I’d just had a last minute interview for an Intake Case Manager position and I was excited to tell Mason about the interview. 
I slipped in, grabbed my sunglasses, and was prepared to slip out before the rich smell of coffee greeted my nose.  Maybe some coffee wouldn’t be that bad…  Like a caffeine addict, I followed the scented trail all the way to the kitchen.
Mrs. O’Malley was in the kitchen, scuffling about as she multitasked.  She seemed frazzled, with a streak of flour smeared over one side of her face.
“Hi Mrs. O’Malley,” I greeted as I entered the kitchen.  The older woman looked up with a smile on her face.  
“Oh hello, dear.” She smiled as she rolled out some dough.  I reached into the flawless wooden cabinet above my head and pulled out a yellow porcelain mug.  As I poured some of the rich, dark liquid into my cup, I noticed a stainless steel mug of coffee on the countertop.  Mrs. O’Malley doesn’t drink coffee.
“Is Mason coming home soon?” I gave her a questioning look as I blew on my mug.  For a brief moment, I was excited.  I hadn’t seen him and barely heard from him in almost a week. Something was awry, but he wouldn’t tell me.
“No, honey.  He just rang the house and told me to bring his coffee.  I swear that boy thinks all I do is run the vacuum and pour his coffee.”
I snorted, nearly choking on the hot liquid as I took a sip.  I coughed, and Mrs. O’Malley was right on top of me, patting my back.  I thought it was endearing the way Mason’s old housekeeper spoke about him, like he was just a fifteen year old kid.
“I’ll take his coffee to him,” I said as I gained my breath.
“You’d do that dear?  But don’t you have interviews today?”  She asked as she resumed her baking.
“I had one this morning.  My schedule is a little more relaxed this week so I have some time.” I was grinning from ear to ear.  “Just don’t tell Mason.  I want to surprise him.”
“Of course, dear.  The lad’s been so busy these days, fussing over his dad and the company.” She shook her head, then added quickly.  “Ain’t none of my business, though…”
I kissed her on the cheek, and then left the penthouse.  Once again, I forgot my sunglasses and my entire reasoning for being there in the first place.  I had Mason’s mug of coffee in hand, and I hailed a cab.
 
****
 
Unlike my first time visiting Mason’s office, I was not stopped by security at every turn.  The elevator chimed once it reached the 42nd floor, and I stepped out into the reception area.  
There was Ms. Blue Eyes, the same blonde who was rude to me the first time I brought Mason’s coffee.  She didn’t notice me this time.  She was blushing like a silly schoolgirl, bashfully flirting with a man who was dressed in a charcoal suit. He was slightly leaning over the reception desk, giving her his full attention.  She continuously tucked a stray curl of light hair behind her ear as she giggled at the sweet nothings he whispered to her.  His back was to me, so I didn’t see his face, but I could tell he was a real charmer, whoever he was. 
She suddenly looked up with an annoyed expression as I approached the desk, as if to say how dare you interrupt my flirting session?  Her pointed stare redirected the attention of the man in the expensive charcoal suit.  He straightened, and turned around with a huge smirk on his handsome face.
“Ian?” I blinked.
“Ms. Pryor,” He responded with a glint in his eye, and stepped out of the way so I could approach the desk.
I was so confused.  I thought Mason hated his guts.  I gave Ian a sideways glance before I focused on Ms. Blue eyes sitting before me.  Her glare was an icy one.
“Hi, Jillian Pryor to see Mason Woodward… I mean, Mr. Woodward.” This is some serious deja vu.
She tapped at a keyboard, barely acknowledging me. 
“I don’t see your name on this list.”
“He won’t mind, I came to bring him-”
“If your name's not on the list, then it’s a done deal.  I can’t interrupt Mr. Woodward’s meetings.”
I was fuming as I gave her an equally poisonous glare.  There is one characteristic that being with Mason has brought out in me, and that’s my assertiveness.  I never knew I had it in me until I had to butt heads with that man.
I walked away from the desk before I could claw her eyes out.  I’ve been dating this man for three, nearly four months and I wasn’t on his list?  My hand was twitching as I keyed a message to him. 
Me: I’m not on your list???

Mason: What are you talking about?

Me: I’m not on your list of approved people. :( I planned to surprise you with coffee. By the way, your receptionist is rude.

I pressed send.  There.  I said it.  
It was probably low of me to tattle like that, but I was pissed.  Sometimes, angry people do foolish things… like cost other people their jobs.  I looked up and saw that Ian was long gone.  The receptionist was staring at the screen of her phone, amidst an occasional eye-roll in my direction.  What the hell is her problem?
I waited for a text response from Mason, or for him to phone the front desk.  I even looked to see if his secretary, Elizabeth, would appear from around the corner.  There was nothing.  After a few minutes, I was starting to feel foolish and awkward just standing there in the front room.
Suddenly, I spotted Mason round the corner from the hall behind the desks.  He looked delicious in a navy Italian suit, but the knot in his jaw gave a strong indication to his severe mood. There was scruff on his handsome face, and he appeared tired. The staff in the front reception area jumped when they noticed him unexpectedly make contact with humanity.  They scattered to make themselves look busy, or scarce.  
Ms. Blue Eyes didn’t notice him right away, since she was fixated on her phone screen.  He cleared his throat, drumming his long fingers on the polished granite surrounding the reception area as he bore down on her.  She nearly jumped out of her skin, dropping her phone to the floor.  Nervously, she didn’t bother to pick it up as she tried to act cool and collected.  If she hadn’t been so rude to me on more than one occasion, I would have felt sorry for her and tried to advocate for her in some way.
“M-Mr. Woodward,” Blue Eyes stammered as she looked up at him with a nervous smile.
“There seems to be an error in the system I would like to have looked at,” Mason answered in a business-like voice.  “Please move aside.”
“Of course.” The receptionist’s face was crimson.  I watched from a distance as Mason tapped at the screen after pulling up a spreadsheet.
Without turning to the receptionist, he pointed at the screen.  “Do you see this name?  This is Jillian Pryor.  She’s on the list, as she was four months ago.  She’s never been removed.  Perhaps you were looking for a spelling with a G.  Or, it could be that you were too busy flirting with my consultant to pay attention to your job.” He stood from the chair and smoothed the front of his suit jacket.
“Yes, Sir.” Her face was aflame. “I apologize, Mr. Woodward.”
His voice remained smooth, calm, yet authoritative.  “I need people with sense and logic to represent this company.  I’m aware Human Resources has received some complaints about your representation and work ethic.  Gather your things.  Consider this your final day.”  
What?  I blinked.
The blonde was left dumbfounded.  The other office personnel had gathered from their corners to watch.  They reminded me of little rodents peeking out of their hiding places while the cat was on the prowl.  The woman cast me a brief, deadly glare as she left the front desk to gather her belongings in the back.  Geez.  
Once she was gone from sight, Mason looked around the front office, and everyone scrambled to busy themselves.  His beautiful light brown eyes met with mine and a slight smirk curled upwards on his lips.  It was enough to dampen my panties.
“Ms. Pryor, I’ll see you in my office now.  I apologize for the wait.” He turned to walk around the desk and headed down the hall, assuming I’ll follow him.  Of course I followed him.  I held his stainless steel mug of coffee as I walked behind him.  He stopped after a few long strides, and waited for me to catch up.  He kept his hand on my lower back as he guided me toward the double mahogany doors of his office, keeping appearances businesslike and professional.
He opened the door and waited for me to step inside.  Then I heard the click of the lock behind me, and he stood there with a dark, hungry look in his eyes.  My back suddenly hit the locked door, and his masculine scent overpowered me.  
“I missed you,” he gave a low whisper in my ear.  I wrapped a thigh around his body as he kept me pinned against the wood of the doors.
“Whose fault is that?” I gave a coy response.  His lips crashed down on mine, and his kiss was ravenous, sensual, and left me breathless.  He didn’t budge.  His strong, powerful body kept me plastered in place.  
“If you take one step further into my office, I’m going to bend you over my desk and pump my cock so deep inside, you’ll be sobbing, sore for days.  Can you handle that, my darling?” His whisper was demanding, yet velvety and seductive.  
Heat washed over my body, and I felt my toes curl inside the flats on my feet.  It wasn’t just his words, but the way in which he said them.  His silky tone and inflection combined with his domineering presence made me so wet and aching.  
“If you must insist… I suppose I must submit to your will,” I responded huskily.  His eyes glittered darkly as his hands roved over my round hips, up to my breasts.  A hand, slid up my thigh, inching the fabric of my knee-length violet dress higher until the sheer black thigh-highs I wore were exposed.  Mason sucked in a sharp breath, barely able to maintain his composure as he noticed what I wore beneath my dress... matching black lace bikini bottoms to go with the thigh-highs.
I pushed him away lightly and ducked away from his hold.  It was easy to do when he wasn’t expecting it.
“You fucking tease,” he groaned slightly as he adjusted his pants with some obvious discomfort.  I smirked to myself as I walked away from him, and sensed him follow me close behind.
I grabbed him by his chocolate brown silk tie and pulled him toward the desk.  He was surprised by my playful assertiveness inside his office, but he wasn’t about to force his control.  I pushed him into his office chair, which rested beside an expansive backdrop of Manhattan on a clear, sunny day in late afternoon.  
“Jillian…” His voice was smooth as he watched me drop to my knees in front of him.  His fingers clenched so tightly around the armrest of his office chair, that his knuckles turned white.  Slowly, agonizingly slowly, I pulled the zipper to those expensive business pants down.  I kept my dark eyes locked with his light brown ones.  He stared down at me with such desperate need and anticipation, knowing what I was about to do. 
“You implied you were having a bad day, Sir,” I looked up at him with innocent eyes.
I unbuckled his pants so slowly, painfully slowly, and I took delight in watching the tick in his jaw form into a knot as his knuckles clamped white again.  I knew it was taking everything he had within him not to overpower the situation and shove my head down.
“It’s not so bad anymore,” he answered with a rasp in his British accent.
Enough with the torment.  If I keep this up, he’ll ruin those expensive pants.  I slid his pants and black boxer briefs down just a bit.  His length was already full and rock hard.  I took his thick length in my hands and slowly massaged.  He dipped his head back slightly and let out a deep breath.
I didn’t know what kind of stress he was dealing with these last few weeks, but I wanted him to relax and enjoy.  Since we became a couple, he has focused so much on giving me pleasure.  He’s focused so much on trying to prove how much I mean to him, and I’ve been craving to do the same for him for so long.
My tongue cascaded over his cock, from the base to the tip, and my lips wrapped around his needy tip, sucking the dewdrop of precum that had slipped out.  My tongue danced in swirls around his tip as I savored his taste, and I felt his fists roughly in my hair.  His groan was feral as my lips moved up and down his length with a suction that caused his fingers to dig into my scalp.
The pain in my scalp sent delicious sparks down to my pussy, and my tempo became much more vigorous as I fucked him with my mouth.  As it did before, it gave me a delicious feeling of empowerment, knowing I could give him this pleasure.  I wanted to make him feel good.  I was no longer afraid to tell him I loved him, but I did want to show him.  
With my hands on both knees, I spread his legs further apart, so I could take all of him into my mouth.  My tongue caressed every inch.  His breathing was ragged and desperate.  
“That’s right, baby... suck me off.  I’m going to fuck your mouth-”
Beep.  The intercom buzzed from his secretary’s desk.  Without thinking, I instinctively looked up as Elizabeth’s voice came over the speaker.
“Mr. Woodward, your three o’clock appointment with Mr. Yoshida will be five minutes late due to traffic.”
Mason pushed my head back down onto his cock and he relaxed back against his office chair as I resumed bobbing my lips against his length.
“Thank you, Elizabeth.  Did you call Carlito’s and make reservations for eight next Thursday?” Mason asked this so nonchalantly, but his grip on my scalp told me he was struggling to keep it together.  He kept my head shoved down, as he began bucking his hips lightly, pumping his cock into my mouth.  It hit the back of my throat and I used my hands to massage what wouldn’t fit into my mouth.
“Yes, Mr. Woodward.  Reservations are set.  Your dry cleaning has been picked up as well.  Also, your father called earlier while you were in your meeting room.  Shall I phone him back?”
“No.” Mason’s voice was clipped, annoyed, almost strained.  “That will be all, Elizabeth.”  
“Oh F-f… fuck…” He growled as he leaned his head back against the polished leather of his highback office chair.  
I forced his length down my throat, and that was all he needed to release.  I felt his hot liquid spurt down my throat, and some of it dribbled down my lower lip.  I looked up, after swallowing what I could.  I licked my lips and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.  His usual olive tone was flushed red as his chest heaved from his ragged breathing.
 My legs were uncomfortable from kneeling on the cold marble, but he was well worth it.  Once he’d calmed his breathing, I moved to straighten myself.  As I began to stand, he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me onto his lap.  His lips met mine with such an intensity, before they trailed down to my neck and collarbone.  
“I love you, Jillian.  I want you to know that.” His breath was soft in my ear and it sent tingles from my neck down to my damp panties. “I know you’re not ready to say those words to me, and I deserve to never hear them from your mouth, but I don’t want you to feel pressure when I tell you.” He kissed the area behind my ear with such tenderness, then gently slid me from his lap.
My stomach fluttered with those words, and I felt an excitement in my chest.  I had been a hair away from telling him on the night of the masquerade how in love with him I was, before I learned the truth.  When I finally tell him, it’s going to be very special.  I could only smile as I bit my lower lip.
I still had the sickening feeling buried deep within me, that something was going to happen to break my heart, but I was going to pass that off as paranoia.  I watched him straighten, fasten and tuck himself into something presentable and professional.
“I feel terribly guilty cutting our time short, without taking care of your needs, but this meeting is crucial.”
I nodded quietly with a soft smile.  “Well, you have your coffee, and I hope you are feeling better now.”
“Much better.  I will see you tonight.” His gaze into my eyes was intense as he smoothed a bit of my wild hair away from my face.  
 
****
 
Later in the evening, Mason returned home to find me in the kitchen.  Mrs. O’Malley seemed frazzled earlier in the day, so I told her I’d take care of dinner.  I’m not quite the efficient housekeeper that Mrs. O’Malley is, and was still struggling to uncork a bottle of white wine when Mason walked through the door.  I heard him set his briefcase down on the polished table in the foyer.
“I’m in the kitchen,” I called out.  I was frustrated with the fancy wine opener, which refused to open the damn bottle of wine.  I was still in the dress I’d worn to his office earlier, wearing flip-flops.  
My eyes met his and I nearly lost the wine bottle when it slid off the counter.  Mason dodged and caught it in one hand.  
“Oh gosh.  Good catch,” I said quickly, attempting to take the wine bottle from his grasp, but he pulled away from me and uncorked it with ease.  He filled our wine glasses partially, and I caught sight of the low smirk on his face.
“What is that look on your face?” I asked suspiciously.
“Nothing.  Nothing at all, my dear.” He handed me a wine glass.
I took it and watched him chuckle as he took a sip from his own.
“Tell me. You’re laughing at me.” My eyes narrowed with an accusing glare, but I wasn’t actually annoyed.
“I just find it sweet.”
I looked up at him, puzzled as I took another sip.  I watched him look over the spread of deli meats and cheeses and bread I had laid over the breakfast bar.
“You should have checked with me before dismissing Mrs. O’Malley, however.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.  Are sandwiches not up to His Majesty’s standard?” I asked as I prepared to create his sandwich.
Mason raised a single eyebrow at me, and I smirked.  He didn’t seem humored by the new label I’d bequeathed to him.  Oops.
“Would you prefer My Lord?” I asked with an innocent bat of my lashes. 
“Neither.”
“You may call me Sir, if you must call me anything.”
I bit my lower lip. “Your Grace?”
His gaze was fiery and his mouth formed a thin line as he suddenly stalked over to me.  I dropped the bread knife I had in  hand and it clattered onto the countertop.  
Without a word, he hoisted me over his shoulder, as though I was nothing more than a sack of potatoes.  His strong arms held my legs in place
“Mason! This is ridiculous!” I cried out with surprise at his sudden action.
“I warned you not to toy with me, Ms. Pryor.” He said, and I felt the sharp sting of his hand on my ass.  
I squealed and wriggled as he held me in place over his shoulder.  His arms gripped me tighter, holding me in place as he stormed down the hall.
“Now I’m Ms. Pryor again?  What the hell, Mason.  Put me down!”
“Keep it up, sweetpea, and I’ll show you how it really is.”  
His tone was impatient, challenging, and domineering but also hinted at the amusement he was trying to hide.  I just knew he was smirking underneath that tone.  His hand landed firm and rough on my ass again, but this time he gripped my left cheek through the skirt of my dress.  Mmm...
“Where are you taking me?” I asked in a demanding voice of my own.
“To the bathroom.” His voice left no room for question.
“Why?” I asked anyway.
“You ask too many questions.” I heard him kick in the door to the bathroom since his arms were occupied holding my defiant body in place.  
I felt my feet touch the cool marble as he set me down.  His eyes bore down on me as he stood before me.  Suddenly, the tear of silk clashed with the cool air on my heated skin.  I sucked in a deep breath, gasping.  My dress lay in shreds at my bare feet.
“Mason, I really liked that dress!”
“I’ll buy you a new one, darling.  Now quiet, and don’t move.”
His gaze was dark as he silently dared me to disobey, but I remained in place.  As much as I enjoyed pushing his buttons, I wanted what he had planned for me.  For us.
He turned the platinum faucet of the shower, and the steam soon fogged up the glass doors.  
He suddenly hoisted me up and planted me on the porcelain sink, so my ass was sitting in the wide dip of the basin.  He looked at me as I used my hands to keep myself perched upright.  
“Spread your legs for me,” He ordered as he admired the view with such lust in his eyes.  He began unbuckling his pants. His light brown eyes never left my parted thighs.
I obeyed and splayed myself for him.  I gripped the sink as hard as I could, so I wouldn’t fall.  His desire seemed carnal as he yanked the tie from his neck, and tossed it to the floor.  His clothes were stripped and tossed to the cool marble.  
I sucked in a breath as heated tingles washed over my body at the sight of his tall, olive muscles ready to take me.  His cock was standing straight, long and hard for me.  The muscles between my thighs clenched and I think Mason caught a hint of that.  
With sudden force, he gripped my hips and pulled me to the edge of the sink.  His fingers remained locked around my hips, holding me in place, supporting my whole body as he stooped lower.  He started with the balls of my feet, kissing them sensuously in turn, as he held my leg up with one hand.  His other hand remained grasped at my hip.  
“So exquisite,” he murmured between the sensuous kisses he trailed up the calves of my leg.
A throbbing ache was settling in my pussy from these words, from this passionate display.  Lifting my other foot, he followed the same pattern up to my inner thigh, and then he used two hands to spread me apart.  
“Mm… so wet for me,” his breath tickled my glistening lips.  Involuntarily, my breath shuddered when he blew softly on the wet heat between my thighs.
“Mason…” I whimpered, dipping my head back.
His hand reached up, from his low position, and took my chin in hand.  He forced my gaze down on his.
“Look at me.  I want you to watch me bring you to ecstasy,” His sultry voice was demanding.  Seductive.  It sent a flutter down to my stomach.
“Yes, Sir.” I breathed softly.  It was all I could manage.
“That’s my good girl.”  
Without warning, his tongue was on my clit, circling slowly before he sucked and nipped gently.  I dipped my head back and mewled.
His tongue was miraculous, caressing and massaging my sensitive flesh.  Then he drove his tongue inside me, and I lost all sense.  He wanted me to watch him, and I’d forgotten.  The sparks of pleasure caused my head to dip back several times and I gripped the porcelain of the sink as though my life depended upon it.
“Mason…” I gasped, moaning his name.  His fingers dug into the skin of my thighs as he held me in place.  
“Yes, my love?” His whispered response tickled my heat.  My body writhed slightly, despite being held in place by his strong hands.
“Please…” I could only muster a simple moan as I felt delicious pressure build within me.  His tongue rolled over my clit before he took it lightly between his teeth and sucked.  My body was alive with desire and my legs wrapped around his head as my feet were supported on his broad, toned shoulders.
“Please…”
He pulled away and left me feeling wanton and empty.
“You need to be more specific.  And you have not obeyed my orders.”
My head tilted downward to meet his blazing gaze.  His face glistened with my juices. I was at a loss for any sensible thing to say.  He was right- I’d disobeyed his commands to watch him the entire time.  It was entirely involuntary, but still…
His finger trailed lightly down my inner thigh.
“What to do with you, Jilly Bean?” He mused out loud, as though he was asking himself.  I sucked on my lower lip.  The thrill of it was arousing.  I wanted him to fuck me and spank me at the same time.
“I’ve behaved badly.  You should punish me.” I looked up at him with the best doe eyes I could manage.  I was still aching and swollen from the impending climax that never came.
His eyes were fierce and dark as he stared down at me.  He suddenly moved up, and his lips crashed down on mine.  His tongue parted my lips, and forced its way into my mouth.  I tasted myself on his tongue as his hands wrapped around me in a possessive hold.  He held me like this, and I wrapped my legs around his waist as he carried me across the marble toward the steamy shower.
“I have something better in mind,” he growled as he stepped into the shower with me.  His lips moved down to my neck.  His teeth and tongue were rough and punishing as he sucked and nipped on the skin of my neck.  He slammed me against the thick glass wall of the shower, holding me in place as his mouth and tongue continued to mark me.  Brand me.  Possess me.  Pinned in place against the shower wall, his arms moved mine above my head.  A single bear-claw grip kept both of my wrists bound above my head as the steam continued to envelop us. 
The heat of the water was nothing in comparison to how he set my body on fire with a single touch.  His lips moved down to my breasts, taking each nipple between his lips.  His tongue twisted and rolled as he sucked deeply.  I let out a groan as my body attempted to writhe, but I could barely move against the glass wall.
“You are mine,” his growl was raspy.  
“Yes.” I could only whimper.
Then his kiss on my mouth was searing, and filled me with so many unspoken promises.  The phrase, “actions speak louder than words,” was proven so true in this white-hot kiss.  I forgot to breathe.  I forgot we were in a hot shower.  I forgot everything in that single moment.  
“I love you,” I whispered involuntarily.  I suddenly sucked in a deep breath, having said those words out loud for the first time.  My dark eyes looked up at his. He only smiled lovingly, if not wolfish at the same time.
His hold on me tightened more, if that was even possible.  With one strong thrust, he speared me.  I felt his cock plunge to the hilt and I cried out loudly in a moaning gasp from the sudden impact.  He’d filled me completely and he remained like that with closed eyes, clearly savoring this moment.
His eyes opened, fiery as they locked with mine.  “I’m going to show you just how much I love you, my Jilly Bean.”  
Without waiting for a reaction from me, he continued moving in and out.  His hands held my hips in place, as he took me with ease.  His thrusts were punishing, delicious, passionate.  I pressed my head against the glass, reveling in the pleasure that consumed me.  His cock hit against my G-spot repeatedly, and I came undone around him.  He kept me plastered against the steamy wall, now holding my quivering legs in place around his body.  His tempo never let up and I might have forgotten to breathe as he fucked me through that profound orgasm.  My toes were still curled in the steam as he filled me repeatedly.  Claiming my entire body over, and over again.
“Oh Mason.. Mason…” I moan loudly.  My hands were now free, and I clawed at his back, leaving streaks of red where my fingernails dug.  His pace was relentless, hungry, and carnal.   
“Say it again,” his voice was strained against my ear.  
“I’m yours,” I responded hoarsely.
“Mm.  The other bit- three words.” The British accent in his whisper was seductive and silky against my ear.
“I love you,” my fingers scraped down his back as I said this.
“Fuck, Jillian,” he rasped.  Not the response I was thinking… but this is Mason.
He pummeled me with his cock and I felt his hard, tight balls slap against me mercilessly, until he growled deeply against my damp hair.  His body trembled against mine as he gushed deep within me.  His perfect fingers dug into the flesh of my hips, surely leaving indents and bruises for tomorrow morning.
His breathing was ragged against my neck as he returned to planet earth, after such an intense climax.  His entire body heaved against my small frame.
“You’re everything to me,” his voice rasped against my neck.
He held me there, still pressed against the shower, his cock still thick inside me.  Time seemingly stopped, but I had to say those words one more time.
“I love you Mason.  Truly.  Deeply.”  
His nose nuzzled my damp hair.  “And I love you, my Jillian.”
I could have stayed like this for eternity.
 
****
 
Mason always loves when I wear one of his shirts after sex.  It doesn’t make any sense to me, but I enjoy making him happy.  I threw the rumpled button down over my shoulders and left it half buttoned.  I was swimming in it, but I could tell he appreciated the view, by the way his eyes roved hungrily over my body.
“Easy there,” I giggled softly as he wrapped his arms around me from behind.  “Didn’t you just have enough in the shower?”
“Never,” his voice was pure seduction in my ear.  My face hurt from smiling so much. “But I do need some food first.” He tenderly kissed the nape of my neck just before pulling away.
He took my hand and we headed toward the kitchen to resume our sandwich-making.  My heart was soaring as my mind replayed the passionate lovemaking in the shower.  It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever experienced, and words could never describe it justifiably.
He led me by the hand down the long corridor of his penthouse, leading from his sanctuary and master bath, to the open floor plan of his home.  
“Do you still want that glass of wine?” He asked, squeezing my hand lightly, but he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks when we arrived at the sitting room, just off the kitchen.  I looked from Mason, then turned my head to the direction in which he was looking.
My heart stopped beating for a second.
Who was the strange woman sitting on the overstuffed lounge chair?  Her disheveled dark hair was heaped atop her head in a messy bun.  She wore an oversized white shirt, black yoga pants, and navy flats.  Despite the time in the evening, she sported a pair of designer sunglasses that took up half her face.  
I looked up at Mason, puzzled, as he released my hand and stormed toward the woman in the sitting room.  After the intense lovemaking session we’d had in the shower, I couldn’t feel jealous at the possibility of another woman, only profoundly confused.  I remained standing in the hall as Mason greeted the woman who was sitting in the chair.  I watched, off to the side, as he approached her.  
She stood slowly when she noticed him approach.   I could see how thin she was.  There’s thin, and then there’s unhealthy.  This woman appeared pale and unhealthy.  
“What are you doing here?” Mason asked her.
“I can’t take it anymore.  I took a flight, but father closed out my credit cards before I landed.”
“You should have called me.” Mason grit his teeth.  His knuckles were white as his fists balled furiously tight.
“I have no phone.  Father has taken everything.  He shut off my phone and had the caretaker return it to him.”
Zara.  She looked completely unrecognizable since the last time I’d seen her.  Months ago, she looked so glam in her floor length emerald silk, dripping with diamonds.  I had no idea back then how troubled she truly was…  I only knew what I had seen.  I only saw her facade.  The Woodward siblings knew how to wear their masks well.
The knot formed in Mason’s jaw, and from this distance, I could see how much he struggled to control his fury.  Very carefully, he pulled Zara’s sunglasses from her face, and she looked away from him.
“Mason.  No.” She held her hand over one side of her face.
He wasn’t listening to her request, and took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and pulled her face to look at his.  He inspected her sallow face.  Her usual olive complexion lacked any glow.
Even from where I stood, I could see her right eye was swollen and bruised, down to her right cheekbone.
“Bloody hell!” His growl was so furious that even I jumped out of my skin.  I watched Zara do the same.  “Who the fuck did this to you?”
“Who do you think?” His sister asked with a sullen response.  “He was drunk, as usual. Now that you’re here, I’m his punching bag.”
I sucked in a breath and clamped a hand over my mouth.  My sharp inhale caught the attention of Mason and his sister.  I watched Zara’s green eyes scan me up and down.  The facade of ice immediately replaced the sullen woman I’d witnessed just seconds ago.  She held her nose high, with a look of arrogance and disdain on her unhealthy, injured face.
It was then I remembered what I was wearing, or not wearing… I wore only Mason’s oversized silk shirt, partially buttoned.  My legs were bare and my hair was a damp, curling mess.  
Zara didn’t seem to focus on my lack of clothing, however.  Her brow furrowed slightly as confusion consumed her face for a brief second.  Then, her eyebrows piqued and her lip curled into a sneer.
“Get a good look.  Do you enjoy what you see?” She directed that scorn toward me.  “Whip out your mobile and send a quick one to TMZ.”
“Zara.” Mason’s tone was severe, laced with warning.
“She shouldn’t be here.  She shouldn’t be here.” Zara said, looking at me.  She kept her gaze on me, even as Mason forcefully escorted her away from the sitting room, toward his study.  “She shouldn’t be here.” She continued to repeat until I heard the click of the lock on his office door.
I bit my lower lip, realizing how shallow my breathing had become.  My heart jack hammered in my chest, and I no longer had any appetite for food.  Maybe wine or something stronger...
Zara’s words echoed through my mind.  She shouldn’t be here.  There was no arrogance in the way she said those words.  It actually sounded like a warning.  Concern, perhaps.  I was so confused.  Her sallow, unhealthy appearance played over and over again in my mind as I returned to Mason’s master bedroom.  My heart ached for her.



Chapter 17
 
Mason
 
 
 
My blood boiled over in my veins.  My rage was consuming. Zara sat on the plush bench in my study, and there was silence between us.  My father has driven her to the brink of insanity.
Who the fuck beats a woman who tried to overdose on pills?  My father.  The very man who hired a professional to take the life of the one woman I love most in the world, simply because he could not buy her off with money.
My sister may have done her fair share of deceit, slander and blackmail, but it was always at my father’s bidding.  After I’d calmed her down, I listened as she told me about her struggles in England.  Before I returned to New York, the doctor had released her into the supervision of a twenty-four hour caretaking staff at my family’s country estate.  I assured myself this staff was the best I could afford.  As far as my parent’s were concerned, Zara’s incident never happened.  The media was paid off, the doctors and hospital staff were all forced into signing NDA documents.  No two people have a worse case of denial than my own damn parents.  
Zara snuck away from our family’s country estate and returned to London.  My father turned her away, not wanting anyone to see her in her current condition. Already having scotch and whiskey in his system, he swung at her.  She arrived in my sitting room with only the clothes on her back.  And people want to know why I refuse to procreate.  This family is too bloody fucked up to deserve another generation.
“You cannot be with her,” Zara blurted, changing the course of our topic.  Her words tore me away from my thoughts.
“I’ll be with whoever the fuck I want to be with,” I snapped coldly.  I looked at my sister; her eyes were devoid of any emotion.
“Is this all just a game to you, Mason?” She asked.  There was nothing haughty in her tone, although the question could have been misinterpreted as rude.
“Not at all.  I intend to marry her, and I trust you will not tell father, now that I am providing you with a home and accommodations.” There was a warning chill in my tone.
Zara was disapproving, but said nothing immediately.  Her thin fingers traced the ornate stitching on the plush bench as she kept her glance away from me.
“And you will raise your children in New York?  Father will disown you.”
“I’m aware of this, and I will not be fathering any children.  Ever.” There were no ifs, ands, or buts about that conversation.  I’d made my mind up on that subject years ago.
“Does Jillian know the stakes at play if she decides to marry you?”
“No, and I will not alarm her with such bullshit.” My hand clasped the whiskey bottle that had been on my desk.
“You’re making a mistake.  She’s playing a dangerous game.”  Zara’s voice was soft, as though she was speaking with herself, and nobody else.
My sister was delicate right now, and I had to keep myself in check, and ensure I would not displace my rage on her.
“Zara, you have a home here.  You are safe and I will make sure you have everything you need.” I was very serious.  “IF there is something you need to tell me, I would appreciate if you spoke up now.”
My sister inhaled deeply and then glanced at me, assessing me to see if I would explode or remain collected.
“On the night of the gala, father pinned a chip to my gown.  He told me to refill our drinks, which was code for me to go take care of some other business.”
I remembered that night.  I was bored to death and could only think of fucking Jillian.  My father seemed particularly interested in being pals with me that evening at the event.  I was a damn fool to not see through his scheme.
“He sent me to your other property, where your woman was staying.  He listened to everything I said to her.  I was coached to make her feel as demeaned and inferior as possible.  I mean, it wasn’t so hard.  She was wearing frumpy pajamas and she’s not-”
“Get on point.” I knew my voice sent a chill down her spine.  No matter her state, she has no say in any of my personal affairs.
“Father offered to pay her two million dollars, and gave her five days to make the decision.  He said there would be repercussions if she refused.  He wanted no further delays in marrying you to Aislinn.  The marriage would have been beneficial in so many political ways, but… he knew your woman posed a threat to such a union.  He bugged me, Mason.  I’m sorry.  He threatened to throw me out if I disobeyed and I was afraid.”
“You know I would have taken you in if that happened.” I countered, gripping the whiskey.
Zara shook her head.  “I didn’t know that, not back then.  I thought you were no different than father and mother.  I thought I was alone, and when you took care of me after my attempt…” Her voice trailed off.
She continued, shifting herself to a more upright position.  An emotionless mask dominated her face.
“You cannot protect me, Mason, not anymore than you can protect that woman-”
“Her name is Jillian.”
“You cannot protect everyone.  Yes, you have money, but father has more.  Yes, you have power, but father has more.  It will always be that way until the day he dies.  But if you stay with this w- with Jillian, he will not pass anything to you, and he will find a way to ruin her life.” No shit.
I was aware of this, but said nothing of it to my sister.  This has been the most she has ever confided in me, and I was not about to strip her newfound trust in me.
“Appearances and status will always be of utmost importance to father.  That’s why he was so angry when you were friends with the grunge freak-”
“Travis?” I piqued a brow.  This conversation was getting more interesting.
“Yes, him.  Nobody understood that friendship at all.  He had no money, shopped at thrift stores, and listened to bad music.  You were seen everywhere with him, and it was fueling all sorts of talk. It was bad for our image, for our family’s reputation...”
I uncapped the whiskey and went to take a swig, but stopped myself.  I needed to keep my head clear.  Zara knew some things, and I was going to learn what she knew.  Why the fuck else would she be discussing the topic of that traitorous backstabber?
“Ella didn’t seem to think he was beneath her.” I remarked coolly.
Zara scoffed.  “You can’t be serious. When Aislinn became a more suitable choice for you, father paid Ella off to keep quiet, and to seduce your friend at the same time.  She was quite easy to convince, and apparently your friend was even easier.” Zara frowned.
There is no word in the dictionary to describe how livid I was at the news of this.  Enraged, I threw the whiskey bottle into the empty hearth and it shattered into thousands of shards.  My sister jumped in her skin.
“Father only had me deliver the check to Ella, nothing more.  He threatened I’d see black and blue if I said a word, so I kept silent.  Then, I was shipped off to that horrid boarding school.” She spoke at a hurried pace, fumbling with her fingers nervously.
“You’ll receive all the care you need here in New York,” I replied crisply.  There was far too much on my mind to provide her with warmth and comfort at this very moment.  The best I could do was pull her into an embrace.  She felt so frail in my arms, and I was afraid I might snap her bones. She was surprised by my embrace.  Jillian was rubbing off on me.
It was going to be a long night, making phone calls, and having arrangements made.  
I doubt anybody has even noticed that Zara is absent in England.  Disgusting.
 
****
 
It was close to three in the morning when I finally entered my bedroom.  The radiant twinkling of Manhattan lights created an illuminating glow through the floor-to-ceiling windows in my bedroom.  Our bedroom.  I watched Jillian sleep for a few minutes.  She appeared so peaceful, so serene and so innocent.  The soft smile on her lips put me at ease… for the moment.
For so many years, I shut people out, including Jillian.  I once forbade her from this room, intent on keeping it as my personal place of solitude, free from the clutter and emotions of the outside world.  Now, the light signature scent of her lavender shampoo greets my pillow when I go to bed at night.  Her clothes line one-half of the walk-in closet.  I cannot imagine a life without my Jillian, but I will do whatever is necessary to keep her safe and protected.  
A sickening feeling clenched my gut as I thought about the discussion I had with my sister earlier in the study.  The words of Ian Brennan also echoed through my mind as I stripped down and prepared for bed.  I reached into my top chest of drawers and fumbled with the small safe that rested beneath a row of socks.  A small, square-shaped velvet box was situated at the bottom.  I stole a glance in Jillian’s direction before I turned back to the small velvet box in my hands.  I opened it and studied my grandmother’s diamond.  It is an heirloom that was bestowed upon me when I turned twenty-one.  I never intended to give this away to any woman, because my family’s dynasty will die with me.  Even when I proposed to Ella, I bought something modern and exquisite for her finger.  I was supposed to give this diamond to my future wife, whom my parents assume will be Aislinn Meadows.  I have other plans.
I replaced the velvet box back into the safety of my top drawer and then crawled into bed beside Jillian.  She’s been staying here so often, she might as well move in.  I smiled to myself at that thought.  Not too long ago, I would have tried to banish such a thought from my mind.  Now, I can think of nothing else that would make me happier… well, there is one thing or two.  That sick and twisted feeling suddenly clenched my insides again.  I knew what must be done, but it was a shattering thought.
Beside me, Jillian smiled softly in her sleep and rolled over to curl against me.  
“You smell like whiskey,” she admonished lazily, mostly asleep.
“I promise you, I drank very little,” I whispered in her ear, and pulled her body tightly against mine.  
“Mm.” She gave a soft muffled response as she fell into a sound sleep.
I lie there with her quietly, listening to the gentle pattern of her breathing, until the early rays of sunlight began filtering through the window.  My mind had been too restless, wreaking havoc on my thought process.  I thought of the stakes, the cost of keeping Jillian safe, versus keeping her with me.  
Did I have it in me to consider the cost of both sides of the coin?



Chapter 18
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I woke to soft sunrays streaming down on my face.  I was tightly sandwiched between Mason’s strong arms, which were wrapped around my middle, and pressed against his solid body.  I felt slightly suffocated, pressed so firmly against him.  He held me as though he was afraid of letting me go.  I was afraid to move, for fear of waking him.  He was actually sleeping; I could feel his breathing against the back of my neck and I had a feeling he hadn’t been asleep for long.
I lie there with him holding me so strongly.  I felt the rock hard stiffness of his length pressed into my lower back.  It was so hard, it hurt a little.  I felt so wet just from feeling how stiff and long he was, pressing into my lower back.  I was wearing one of his white undershirts and a pair of my purple lace panties.  I had a feeling if I woke him, I wouldn’t have those panties intact for long.  I struggled between the thought of letting him sleep, and licking him.  I decided to let him sleep… there was always later.  
As discreetly as possible, I moved to slip out of the bed.  I made it as far as the edge of the bed, when I suddenly felt a powerful grasp on my wrist.
“Where are you going?”
I sighed, but smiled to myself.  “You are the lightest sleeper I’ve ever known.”
Strong arms pulled me back into the bed as the silk of his voice tickled my neck.  “Mm.  I wasn’t aware you have experience sharing beds with others.”  
“I don’t… You’re the only one.” I looked up into his face as he stared down at me.  His body hovered over mine and he used a single knee to push my thighs apart.  There was a disapproving glare on his face as he noticed the violet lace still on my hips.  With a single swipe, they were torn from my hips.  The shredded material was used to swiftly bind my wrists together above my head.  My body wriggled beneath his grasp and he sat on his knees, staring down at me.
I bit my lower lip as I moved a bare foot up and down his hard, muscled stomach.  I watched the fire dance in his eyes as I caressed his olive, toned body with my foot.  He pushed my foot out of the way and pressed his body against mine.  He used two hands to shove my thighs as far apart as possible.  I felt so vulnerable this way, completely at his mercy.  He inserted a single finger between my slick lips, and I clenched around his finger.  Desire settled between my thighs and gave me an ache.  My back arched softly, and my body careened into his touch.
“More,” I begged in a blurt.
He looked at me with a devilish glimmer in his brown eyes, and retracted his finger.  My body writhed in objection.  With both hands on my shoulders, he jerked my body upwards into a sitting position.
“Mason, what-?”
“Hush.” He was commanding, leaving no room for rebuttals or questions.  With ease, he grabbed a long black silk tie that had been carelessly tossed over an armchair.  
Without a word, he wrapped the black silk in swift, smooth layers over my eyes.  It secured tightly over the bridge of my nose and the world quickly became dark around me.  I couldn’t see a damn thing.  I could only feel his movements, and smell the scent of him.  I felt him loop the tie around the torn panties that cuffed my wrists together, and he secured the knot to the wooden bedframe.  Oh my God.  My arms were secured above my head, and I could barely budge them.  The world remained black around me, heightening my other senses.  I sensed him hover over me.  I could smell him.  Liquid pools of heat built up between my thighs and my clit pulsed with anticipation.  
His fingers suddenly trailed in feather light strokes down my heated skin... from my stomach, to my hips, and down to the sensitive skin of my inner thighs.  I shuddered at the pleasure.  Tingles exploded in gentle bursts all over my nerve-endings.
“Ohh.  Mason,” I arched into his torturous strokes.  They were so light, he was barely grazing my skin with the tips of his fingers.
He made no sound; I could only hear my own ragged, desperate breathing.  The bed shifted under his weight as he moved into position.  I could sense he was sitting on his knees, between the heat of my thighs.  His hands were like a vice around both of my ankles as he lifted my leg into the air.  I was so sure he was about to fuck me.  I was ready.  I was needy.  I felt swollen and aching for his thick, hard cock.  I felt my ass grind against the sheets, outside of my control, as my body writhed for him.
“Mason…” I moaned softly.  My body couldn’t take much more of this anticipation.
“Don’t think.  Just feel.” I felt a single finger run softly down my inner thigh, to my calf, to the ball of my foot.  This was driving me wild.  Pure, delicious torment.  
Suddenly, his hot mouth was on my big toe.  His lips enveloped my toes, one by one, sucking, nipping.  Ah!  
Instinctively, I yanked my foot away, but his iron grip on my ankle held me in place and his lips never left my foot.  I was never aroused by the idea of toe-sucking.  In my opinion, feet were never considered sexual parts of the body, but the way Mason sucked and nipped at my toes had me so incredibly aroused.  His thumb massaged the ball of my foot and my heel, as he ravished my foot with his tongue and lips.  He’d never done this to me.  Ever.  It was so sensual.  With darkness surrounding me, I could only feel.  My body was sizzling under his touch.
He positioned my left foot in the air and repeated the same luscious sucking and nipping he’d done with my right.  My breathing became heavier as he continued to make love with his mouth.  Oh hell.  His lips moved in a slow, sensuous, exquisite trail from my foot, up my calves, to my inner thighs.  His lips were hungry yet passionate, kissing up my legs, both in turn until he reached the apex of my thighs.  His warm breath tickled my glistening lips, and the stubble on his face scratched lightly, barely touching.  I was so wet, throbbing for him.  Desperately, I arched my back into him, coaxing him to give me more.  More.
“Please, Mason.” My plea was erratic, and I tugged on the restraints he resourcefully used.
“Please, what?” He asked, moving away from me suddenly.  The cool morning air sent a chill to my skin.  I protested in a soft whine.
“Please.  I might combust if you don’t fuck me soon!” I sounded pathetic and desperate.
He responded with a velvety chuckle, and the quickening whir of a buzzing device greeted my ears.  
I gasped.  He found the vibrator Elyse gave me!
“You went through my panty drawer!” I blurted.
“Indeed.  Now, kindly shut up… unless you are moaning my name, of course.”
Darkness continued to surround me, thanks to his experience in tying knots.  I sensed him approach, and heard the whirring of the vibrator become louder and finally settle between my wet lips.  I bucked my hips gently, trying to give myself some friction against the vibrator.  Mason would not relent, I felt exquisite vibrations against my clit as he moved the head of the device in smooth circles around and around.
I let out a deep, breathy moan.  “Oh… Oh F-f… Mason…”
The sensations were beyond description.  I was completely at his mercy and my toes were curling against the silk duvet.  The bulb of my vibrator suddenly penetrated through my slick channel and I groaned as he began massaging my insides with it.  
“You like this?” He asked in a sultry voice that was just sinful.
“Y-yes…”
“Feels good, hm?” He inched it in slowly, then pulled out.  He had it on a low setting and it was torment.
“Yes…” I whined, writhing my body.  My wrists rubbed against the lace of my panties, which remained firmly knotted in place.
“Tell me, my darling.  Does it feel as good as my cock?” The bulb continued to agonize me with such a slow tempo.
I whimpered in objection. “No…”
“No?” He retracted the device from my throbbing pussy.
Stop tormenting me, damnit!
“No… Mason...Please…!”
He kept the vibrator away and I felt empty.  I let out a moan of objection, but then his mouth was on me.  His stubble scratched my sensitive skin while his tongue lapped at my juices.  He took my clit between his perfect lips and sucked.  Ribbons of pleasure suddenly caressed every nerve in my body and my toes curled, clenching the duvet.  I let out a sharp moan, which only encouraged him.  He continued caressing my heated, wet pussy with his tongue.
My chest heaved wildly, and then he pulled away without warning.  The cool air hit my hyper-sensitive swollen flesh and I clenched in response.  
“What about my mouth?  Does your toy feel as good?”  
Oh, God… 
“No… never.  Mason, please.  I can’t take much more.”
He answered with a smooth swipe of his tongue along my pulsing clit.  I nearly melted.  His lips left me there, and moved up... kissing, licking, nipping the skin of my stomach, my hips and finally my breasts.  
I let out a shuddering breath as his tongue wrapped around each nipple and he sucked.  Hard.  I whimpered in reaction.  
Without warning, he slammed into me, and I cried out from the impact.  My back arched as he drove to the hilt in one swift, powerful thrust.  His fingers dug into the skin of my thighs as he gripped me.
“I’m going to fuck you so sore, you’ll never forget I was here.” I could only hear the smooth, strong warning in his voice.  I was so turned on.  I wanted him to take me hard.
“Is that a promise?” I moaned, still reeling from his deep, forceful thrust.
He responded with another harsh thrust, splitting me open so I’d feel every inch of his cock.  He continued a tempo that was hard. Punishing. Ethereal.
“Does this feel as good as your toy?” He asked with such authority in his voice.  
“Oh, God.  Mason.  More…” I cried out.  I felt like I was about to lose my mind and explode.  
He continued his punishing rhythm, fucking every inch of me.  Suddenly, his hands bent my knees over my breasts.  His hands wrapped around my ankles in a strong grip and he slammed into me with such fury.  I nearly screamed, throwing my head back against the pillow.  His thrusts were carnal, yet sensuous.  I was past coherent thinking-blinded by his silk tie, my wrists knotted to the bed... with my own torn panties.  
“More?” He rasped.
“Please…” I could only beg.  He answered with another deep thrust, filling me completely.  I could only feel and holy hell…  I clenched around him as I cried out, moaning his name repeatedly while I came.  His growl was feral as he continued hammering into me, claiming every inch.
My chest heaved so deeply, so overcome by such a climax, I didn’t realize how fiercely my nails dug into my palms as I curled my fingers.  
He continued pounding me hard and fast, never relenting in his rhythm.  His hands gripped my ankles as he slowed his tempo, grinding against my clit in a smooth, sensuous motion.  Sparks erupted deep within my core as he did this, and I moaned his name like a broken record.  
“Oh Jill.” He gave one sharp guttural groan as he released deep inside me.  
I felt his body tremble as he collapsed between my thighs.  His weight nearly crushed me as his chest heaved wildly.  I was still in a state of euphoria, and certainly wouldn’t complain if he decided we should stay in bed all day like this.



Chapter 19
 
Mason
 
 
 
I rested with my face buried between her breasts for quite sometime.  I was in no hurry to leave this bed; The rest of the world could wait.  I felt her fingers caress my hair as we remained in silence.  It was such a calming, relaxing thing that she often did after sex.  
Five years ago, I would have laughed at the idea of having Jillian Pryor in bed with me.  Now, I loved her so much it fucking hurt.  I’ve gone and done something I swore I’d never do...
 Fallen.  Hard.  
I’ll do anything it takes to keep her safe from my father.
I suddenly stiffened as the reality of the situation crashed down around me.  Jillian’s fingers halted in their caress.
“What’s wrong?” Her voice was soft and gentle.
I was at a loss for words in that very moment.  I took a few seconds to debate how and what I should say to her.  I promised her no more secrets.  I promised no more games.  Still, I had plans… and I was at a loss for what to say to her.
There is no tactful way to tell this woman that my father hired a hitman to kill her, and will likely try it again if I don’t put a stop to it.  Jillian was completely oblivious to all of this, and telling her the truth would only alarm her and scare her.  I had a strategy of my own in mind.  My decision was made, but the choices I was given would hurt no matter the outcome.  Still, nothing would compare to losing her permanently.
My lip curled into a snarl, and my fist clenched her hair in anger.  I didn’t realize I’d made such an act until she pulled my face to gaze at hers.
“Mason…” Her voice was soft, but agitated.
“Shower with me.” I wasn’t about to have an argument after the unfuckingbelievable sex we’d just had.  
I untangled myself from her thighs and moved off the bed.  
“Get over here,” I gave a playful growl as I scooped her off the bed.  I carried her to the shower as she giggled softly.  I could distract her with another round of fucking in the shower.  The more time I bought myself from the truth, the better…
 
****
 
“Are you ready for your surprise?” I whispered into her ear as she tried to towel her hair dry.  
Her soft laugh was music to my ears as I wrapped my arms around her waist.  I yanked the towel from her body and tossed it to the floor.  
“Twice wasn’t enough for you?” She asked playfully, attempting to sound aggravated.  She watched our reflection in the mirror as my mouth moved from her neck to the lobe of her ear.
“Never enough,” I whispered.  I would never have enough of my little Jilly Bean.  
My eyes roved over our reflection. Her damp skin was flushed and her beautiful lips were slightly parted.  I could take her all over again…
The chime of my mobile interrupted my thoughts and I relaxed my embrace on Jill.  I groaned inwardly as I read the message from my sister.  Just before bed the previous night, I let her borrow my personal mobile, so she could call some friends.  I kept the mobile that I typically use for business, and intended to have Rick get her a new mobile that day.  
Zara: I could hear you both all the way from the dining room.  FYI headphones do only so much. I’m permanently scarred.

Me: My house. My rules.

“What is my surprise?” Jill asked, and it snapped my focus away from the text message.
She tilted her head to the side with a teasing grin. “Is it a puppy?  You know, I’ve been waiting almost ten years for you to fulfill that promise.”
I threw my head back and laughed, and then held my hands up in a gesture of surrender.  “That was not my fault.  I tried.  Your landlord wouldn’t allow it.”
Jill looked genuinely shocked as she rummaged through her side of the walk-in closet.  I wasn’t paying attention to her selections.  My focus was on that delicious ass.
“Wait a second.  You mean to tell me someone else has been able to tell you ‘no’ and actually gotten away with it?” She turned and blinked her dark eyes at me.
“I let him tell me no.” I smirked.
“Ha. Right…” Jill laughed and resumed rummaging through her closet.  She bent over to grab a pair of sandals, and I tilted my gaze to follow.  Very nice.  She straightened and turned, breaking that scrumptious view.  She left the closet with her wardrobe selections.
“Besides, your brother threatened to knock me one if I did.”
“Well, we both know how that turned out-” She suddenly stopped that random blurt and turned to look at me with apologetic eyes.  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything…”
I was no longer in any laughing mood.  I was neither irritated nor angry with the reminder I probably broke Travis’s nose when I found him in bed with my ex, but it was the reminder I would have to face him again very soon.  It had me on edge.
“Do you really want to know your surprise, or would you rather wait to see what it is?” I asked her, attempting to break the silence between us.
“It will be a surprise, no matter what,” She smiled.  I watched her cross the room, and wrap her arms around my middle.  She pressed her head against my chest, and I felt myself melt at her touch.  This woman will never understand the hold she has over me.
My fingers raked through her damp hair.  “We’re going to Ohio this weekend to see your family.”
I felt her sudden intake of breath. “Really?  For how long?  This is the best surprise ever!” She bounced on her heels.
She has no idea this is only part of the surprise...
I had hidden agenda up my sleeve, and I hoped it would turn out as I wished.  Still, I smiled at her reaction, then kissed her lips softly.
“Get dressed.  We’ll have breakfast and then pack for the trip. After our workout this morning, I am in desperate need for coffee.”
Jillian giggled, giddy with excitement.  I was feeling quite the opposite about this trip.  I planned this vacation out of pure love for Jillian, and nothing more.  The thought of seeing her brother made me uneasy.  
Zara was in the dining room, sipping a cappuccino, when we arrived.  I kept Jill’s hand firmly within my grasp as I led her into the room, and I felt her tense as my sister’s eyes fell on us.  Zara’s eyes were disapproving as she looked Jill up and down, but she said nothing.  Good.  
Jillian felt uncomfortable around Zara, and for good reason, but I was not going to allow it to continue.



Chapter 20
 
Jillian
 
 
 
I watched the clouds float just outside the window of the plane.  I’d never seen such a view before; hell, I’d never flown in an airplane before.  A view from the sky was incredibly majestic and I was in awe of everything.  While I was growing up, we never had money to go anywhere.  Mom was a teacher in the public school system, and Travis could barely afford my tuition.  Even day trips were out of the question.  So, this was a real treat.  I couldn’t stop smiling as I looked between the view, and back to Mason.
He looked up from his laptop as I turned to him, and smiled.  I could see the smile didn't reach his eyes.  He was doing all of this for me; but he was not looking forward to our visit to Ohio.  
Mason’s flight stewardess was a middle-aged woman, and appeared at his side with a smile plastered to her face.  He tilted his laptop screen slightly as she paused beside him.
“Champagne?”
For a two hour flight?  I thought it was silly that Mason even had a waitress for such a short flight, but what do I know about these things? 
“No, thank you.  I’ll have a gin-” He stopped and glanced at me briefly. “Club soda.”
“Do you have iced tea?” I asked the waitress.
“Of course.” She answered with a smile, and then left us to ourselves.  
I watched Mason lift his screen again.  He was stressed, and I wasn’t certain that his tension could be blamed entirely on the trip.  
“What are you working on?” I asked.
“Just some contact files,” he answered stiffly.  He leaned over and kissed my lips tenderly, then returned his gaze to the screen.
“I thought your secretary did that,” I teased.
He chuckled.  “If I left everything up to Elizabeth, there would be nothing left for me to do.”
I leaned slightly and kissed his shoulder.  “I love you.  Thank you for this…”
He closed his computer and pulled my face to gaze upon his.  “Anything for you, my darling.” He gave me a soft, sensual kiss which could have grown into more if the waitress had not returned.
She handed our drinks to us and then skittered away.  I sipped my iced tea and watched the clouds again.  Beneath the breaks in the clouds, I could see patches of green, and brown on the ground thousands of feet below us.  I was purely mesmerized.
The buzz of Mason’s cell phone broke me from my zone.  He pulled his phone from the pocket of his denim and I saw the briefest glimpse of the caller on the screen.
Aislinn.  What the hell?
My face flamed in confusion.  Mason eyed me for the faintest second before he took the call.
“Yes?” His voice was clipped, precise, yet not at all terse.
I could hear the faint, elegant voice of a woman on the other end, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying.  He slipped his arm around me and pulled me close to him while he listened to whatever Aislinn was saying.
“Yes, I’m aware…” His side of the conversation was vague.
“No, I’m not going to put her in that place.  I am on business for the weekend, and then I will be in Vegas sorting things out… Right.”
He kept his arm wrapped around me as he rested his ankle on the thigh of his pants.
“You needn’t worry.  She is in good hands.  She is staying with Piper, and you know how Piper is-” I watched him listen to the muffled words coming from the conversation.
“Yes, of course.  Thank you for checking on her.  My parents  were only concerned that the media did not learn about it… You’re all too familiar with that bullshit.  Right.  Cheers.” He ended the call and then pulled me tightly against his body.
“Don’t worry about Aislinn.  She was only calling to ask after Zara.” He explained to me unnecessarily. “They have been friends since they were children.”
“I know,” I snuggled against his body.  “I was just surprised to see her name on your phone, but I’d be a heartless bitch if I got jealous over something like that.  At least Zara has someone asking about her from England.”
Mason scoffed.
“Is she going to be alright without you in New York?”
“Yes, Piper knows the best doctors in Manhattan, and Zara will be staying with her from now on.  Zara is in better hands with Piper than she would be with me.  I think this transition will be good for my sister.  I wouldn’t have left Manhattan if I thought otherwise.”
I nodded quietly, contemplating everything.  Deep down inside, I had to wonder how Mason and I had a future together.  His father will never allow us to be together.  What would he do if Mason ever told his family about me?  He clearly hid nothing from Zara when she showed up.  Was I really worth that sort of trouble?  Did we actually have any real future?
“You’re thinking too much,” Mason’s stern tone broke my thoughts.
“How do you know?”  
His whisper in my ear was seductive and calming. “Your body stiffens and you become abnormally quiet whenever you start dwelling on concerns.  Zara will be alright.  Don’t worry about my family.” He planted a lush kiss just behind my ear.
“Someday soon, I am going to take you to Venice-”
“California, or Italy?” I asked with a huge smile on my face.
Mason threw his head back and laughed.  He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me hungrily.  His tongue parted my lips and roved over mine within my mouth.  He pulled away slowly, and then nibbled on my ear and he whispered sweet promises.
“Italy.  I will fuck you in this plane the whole way over.  Then, we’ll sail in the south of France, and I’ll pleasure you on the yacht until you scream, trembling, sore and well-fucked.”  
I swallowed hard.  The chills that tingled down to my core were delicious.  My body shuddered, and he chuckled.  
His hand raked through my wild waves, then trailed down the curves of my body and gripped my hips tight.  He ground his cock against the thin silk fabric of my panties.  He was so hard, bulging and constricted beneath the tent of his denim.
“You’d like that, my Jilly Bean?  To feel my cock pound into you, smooth, hard and deep?”
“Mmm.” I closed my eyes, imagining such pleasure.
This man is so tuned in to me, that he knows when and what I’m thinking.  He knows how to ease my worries and redirect my thoughts.  I am so in love with him.  
I was about to ask him to take me right here in this plane, just like this, but the waitress returned and awkwardly announced we would be landing in Cleveland in about twenty minutes.  The thought of seeing mom, Travis, Aunt Mel, Uncle Joe and my cousins sent a thrill of anticipation through me.  And Mason would be there with us.  It honestly felt like my whole family would be complete, even if it was just for a weekend.
 
****
 
Mason ordered a rental car, and chose something less conspicuous than his usual Benz.  We didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves or the fact that Mason had money to throw around.  My family didn’t have a lot of money, which is the reason why they moved to Ohio with my aunt and uncle in the first place. 
Mason’s knuckles were knotted white as he gripped the steering wheel on the highway.  He stared straight ahead at the pickup truck that was just in front of us.  Rain splattered in large drops over the windshield and wipers squeaked.  The knot was in Mason’s jaw as he listened to the repetitive squeaking.  He wasn’t accustomed to noisy windshield wipers.  That’s not really what had him on edge though.  The closer we got to Aunt Mel’s and Uncle Joe’s address, the more tense Mason became.  I chewed my lower lip.  The tension radiating off Mason was so thick.  It was suffocating.  I couldn’t resist, I had to ask.
“Are you still angry with Travis?” I am not normally timid around this man anymore, but the topic was one we never discussed.
“Jill, you can’t bring up shit like that while I’m driving.”  Mason responded curtly.
I said nothing as I looked out my side of the window.  He was right.  Why did I have to ask that while he was driving on unfamiliar roads? The GPS directed Mason to merge off the exit ramp, onto a main road and he followed suit.  Once the traffic quieted, he spoke as calmly as he could manage.
“I was angry with him for sleeping with Ella.  I’m no longer angry about that.  I’m simply betrayed at this point.  He has neither my trust nor my respect.  I’ve been gutted by every fucking person in my life, and he chose to join that club.” He clicked the right blinker and turned onto a long, quiet road.
I was quiet for a few minutes, waiting to hear if he had more to say, but he clammed up.  His jaw was set firmly.  
“Not everyone has betrayed you.” I murmured quietly.  “I never did.  My mom would never-”
“I know.” He kept his focus fixed straight ahead.  We were about fifteen miles outside of Cleveland.
“I suppose in a way he did me a favor.  Ella never would have made me happy, and I have you. Us.” His lips curled into the faintest of smiles, before it faded and his face grew somber again.  “I just wish I could have seen what a floozy she was, without Travis stabbing me in the back.  He was my brother for over a decade.  The only friend I ever really had, Jill.”
Here’s Mason.  Pouring his heart out while driving.  I suddenly realized this was why I waited to ask him the question in the car.  He couldn’t distract me from the topic with sultry suggestions, or with sex.  
I remained quiet, waiting to hear if he had more to say, but he was silent again.  I opened my mouth to ask one more question as he pulled onto a small gravel drive.  I hesitated in my thought, and before I could get the words out, he parked the car and shut off the engine.  
“We’re here.” He stepped out and opened my side of the car.  The rain had stopped just in time.
My mom nearly tackled me to the ground when she ran from the house.  
“Oh honey.” We held each other tight.  When we finally relaxed our embrace, I watched as mom gave Mason a big bear hug.  For such a small woman, she had a lot of strength in her embrace.  He was stiff, but remained polite and returned her hug.  
My Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe emerged from the house and descended the wooden porch steps.  The house was a decently sized white farm house with a wrap-around porch.  The exterior paint was peeling everywhere, and I could tell they purchased the property as a fixer upper.  The property was about an acre in size and I could see a large shed off to the side, where Uncle Joe’s black Ford pickup was parked next to Aunt Mel’s Stationwagon.
My cousin, Allie, flew down the porch steps and tackled me.  “I missed you!” She shouted too loudly, but she was very excited.  She’s only fourteen, so she can get away with it.
I hugged Uncle Joe and Aunt Mel, and then watched as they greeted Mason warily, but politely.  They knew him from years ago, when he joined our family picnics in White Plains, but I knew what they were thinking: What is he doing with our Jilly Bean?  The last time they’d seen Mason, he was driving a white porsche and had a woman on his arm who was too prissy to bother with any of us.  
I looked around, dismayed.  “Where is Travis?”
“He had to stay late at the office, honey.  They’re working on a big deal.  Your brother has been working night and day on this one.”
Mason shoved his hands in his pockets and the rain decided to pick up in a mad torrent.
“Come in.” Aunt Mel gestured for us to get into the house as a rumble of thunder loomed over our heads.  “You must be hungry.  I grilled some burgers before the rain started.”
“Your brother will be home soon, I think.” Mom added as we all filed into the house.
I glanced at Mason quickly in the front hall.  He had years of practice in masking his emotions, and he was an expert.  He only grinned at Uncle Joe and chatted lightly about business in Manhattan.  
It was so good to see my family.  Allie talked my ears off, about the boys at her high school and a new clique she was trying to schmooze.  I did not miss that drama.
I offered some food for thought, but I had a difficult time completely relating to this girl.  She is so different than I was at fourteen.  She is a cheerleader, and loves the color pink.  I never would have made it into her social circle in high school.  I was Allie’s age when I met Mason for the first time.  I smiled softly, and flushed at the same time as I remembered it in vivid detail.  It was one of the best days of my life, and also one of the most embarrassing.
 
***
 
 9 years ago…
 
It was five o’clock on a Friday afternoon.  Travis usually worked until six at the office and mom had therapy sessions for her depression.  I thought I had the apartment to myself, as I usually did after school on Weekdays.  I blasted the stereo in the living room.  The walls reverberated as Black Sabbath’s Sabotage blared at maximum volume.  I sported my typical punk rock look.  I was still wearing the navy and gray plaid uniform skirt, but a navy AC/DC t-shirt, high-top converse and black tights with red skulls printed on them.  I borrowed my brother’s red tie, and my dad’s old navy fender.  I never learned how to play and Travis didn’t let me touch the guitar because he was afraid I’d break it.  Well, too bad.  My brother wasn’t home.
Black Sabbath continued to vibrate the walls in the tiny Brooklyn apartment as I jumped on the couch, pretending to jam out.  I hated my new school.  I was shy and awkward and didn’t have money like the other kids who went to school there.  I just didn’t fit in, and I was desperate for a way to let off some steam.
I belted out the lyrics to the song as I jumped up and down in place.  My hair was dyed black, and I’d already gotten in trouble for coloring my hair without permission.  That afternoon, I’d gone the extra mile and put temporary purple streaks in my hair and borrowed black eye liner from one of the girls in my homeroom.
The song finally ended and I jumped off the couch. 
“Thank you!” I raised my hands in the air, holding both middle fingers in the air.  “You can all kiss my ass! Fuckers!” I said this boldly, facing the living room window.  I was alone, so it was okay.  The curtains were drawn, so I wouldn’t have seen the reflection watching me in silence.
A low, steady applause broke me from my imagination.  A single pair of hands were clapping.  I whirled around, ready to have ten heart attacks.  So many thoughts sped through my mind before I made contact with my spectator.  I thought I was alone!
I looked like a deer in headlights as I faced the person who applauded my rebellious behavior.  A young man stood by the door.  He wore a black leather jacket, which matched the raven hair that was gelled away from his face.  My jaw dropped.  I’d never, in all of my fourteen years of existence, ever seen a man so good looking.  I had to remember to breathe… and then I had to remember I’d just completely humiliated myself in front of him by acting like a complete idiot.  My heart was ready to explode out of my chest.
A half-smirk curled up the stranger’s cleanly shaven, olive face.  “Bravo.  I’d like an encore of that one.”
My face heated so hot.  I wanted to die.  I was so shy.  I never did anything like this in front of others, especially strangers.  Then my eyes darted toward my brother, who stood fuming beside the stranger.  He was still wearing his dark gray suit from the office.  Oh no.  I might literally die… after I’m grounded.
“There will be no encore,” Travis stated grimly.  He looked at me like he might throttle me.  Then he turned to his friend.
“Do you see why I have to send her to that school?”
Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome only smirked as he leaned against the wall.  Travis approached me, took the fender from my hands and removed his red work tie from my neck.
“What the f- What the hell is going on with your eyes?” He surveyed my raccoon eyes. “And this?” He gestured toward the purple streaks in my hair.
“Give it a rest, Pryor.  She’s just a kid.” The stranger stated smoothly in a perfect British accent.
“She’s grounded.” My brother answered sternly, looking at me.  “I specifically said that you are not to touch dad’s Fender.”
“Travis!  Stop.  You’re embarrassing me.” I blustered.
“You embarrassed yourself, Jill.”  
My lower lip quivered.  I was so humiliated.  I usually kept myself out of trouble, followed rules and avoided conflict like this.  Now the conflict was directed at me, in front of this heart-stopping stranger.  
“Let it go.  I think she learned her lesson fair and square.  The humiliation is proof enough.” The man was direct as he spoke to my brother.
Travis eased up on me after that, and I looked at the stranger with thankful eyes.
“Mason, meet my sister, Jillian.  Jill, Mason.”
“So this is the famous Jilly Bean.” Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome shook my hand with amusement written all over his face.  I knew about Mason for years, but never met him until this moment.
“I didn’t know you were British,” I blurted as he shook my hand.  I was so flustered, and I momentarily lost my filter.
Mason laughed.  “And I didn’t know you were so… rebellious.”
“I’m not,” I frowned, and quickly looked up at my brother.  “Excuse me while I go hide under my bed and die now.” I turned to leave them in the living room.
Mason just laughed.  Clearly, this was all really entertaining to him.  I had no idea I could be so funny.
“Go wash off that hideous makeup.  We’re picking up mom, and then we’re all going out for dinner.” My brother briefly halted me in my tracks with those words.  If it had been any other time, I would have been overjoyed.  We never went out to eat in restaurants and this would be a treat. The reality of the situation crashed down on me, however.
Oh God. I’ll have to endure more awkward humiliation in front of this gorgeous stranger.
I was wrong about that, though.  As it turned out, the evening was very enjoyable.  Mason drove a silver Maserati back then, and insisted on taking us to a trendy new restaurant in Times Square.  He asked me about school and my hobbies.  I loved talking about 4-H Club, which was the only hobby I had at the time.  He asked me what I did at 4-H, and about the animals I cared for… I temporarily forgot about my previous embarrassment and by the time the evening was over, it didn’t matter anymore.  He knew how to charm everyone around him, including me.  I quickly felt very at ease around him.
 
***
 
Present Day
 
I felt Mason’s hand clasp lightly on my shoulder, and realized I had zoned out.  Allie was long gone, probably helping my aunt in the kitchen.
My mom’s nerves were showing.  She was nervous around Mason, bending over backwards trying to make him feel comfortable.
“Mason, do you want a beer?  We have Sam Adams- or we have some wine downstairs if you like that-”
“Sam Adams is fine, Mrs. Pryor,” Mason responded smoothly.  “Thank you. Let me offer a hand.” He took the large salad bowl from her hands with a smile, so she could grab the glasses for iced tea.
“Oh, I have it.  Go sit down, honey.” She spoke to him as though he was still a kid, just like old times.
We all sat around the rectangular dining table while we ate burgers and salad.  My Aunt Mel and Uncle Joe are big talkers, so combined with Allie, it was easy for Mason to remain quiet.  
“Oh my God.  Oh my God.” Allie spoke so quickly and loudly; I felt Mason flinch beside me.  I also jumped slightly. 
“Jilly I have to show you the new cheer I learned over the Summer.  We have to do a girl’s day tomorrow.  We can go shopping!”
Oh, joy.  Don’t get me wrong.  I love my cousin dearly, and I definitely wanted to spend time with her, but I was going to need a venti double espresso before I started my day with her.  
“We can get lunch from the little place in town too.  You don’t have plans tomorrow, do you?  I bet your boyfriend won’t care, will you?” She spoke so quickly, barely allowing me any time to respond.
“Alison, calm down.  Nobody can keep up with you.” Aunt Mel said to her daughter with a piqued brow.  Allie seemed to relax only slightly in her chair and sipped her iced tea.
“I think a girl’s day would be nice,” Mom added.
At that moment, Travis arrived through the front door.  He appeared tired, still in his dark suit.  His tie was loosened around his neck.  
“We’re in here, honey.” Mom called out to Travis as he nearly passed the entry in the dining room.  He stopped in his tracks and spun on his heels.  
Of course I had to get up immediately and hug him tightly.  I’m sure everyone in the room was able to feel the tension that immediately radiated between Mason and my brother.  The two barely acknowledged each other.  Travis cast a brief glance at Mason, and that was all.
“I had a late lunch, so I will be in my apartment settling down.  I just wanted to see Jill.  I have to prepare for an important meeting on Monday,” he murmured as he walked away, but he turned and looked at me. “You owe me a movie night, by the way.  I’ll be back down in a bit.” He smiled at me, and then left the room.  There was uncomfortable silence for a few moments following.
“So, about that girl’s day tomorrow..” my Aunt Mel began.
“I can spend a few hours out, definitely.  I missed everyone,” I answered as I sipped my iced tea.  I felt bad about neglecting Mason all day though.  He brought me to Ohio just so I could leave him for an entire day?  What would he do all day?
“Go.” Mason said directly, sensing what was on my mind.
I looked up at him in question.
“You’ve missed a lot of time with your family.  You have a lot of catching up to do.” He grinned down at me.
“What will you do?”
“Don’t worry about me.  I can take care of myself.” He winked with a smile.  “Go and enjoy yourself.”
I smiled, feeling warm and fuzzy inside.  My Mason.



Chapter 21
 
Mason
 
 
 
I had not planned on Jillian being gone for an entire day, but it worked well in my favor.  I wasn’t counting on having her at my side the entire weekend.  I knew her family wanted to spend time with her, hence the reason for this trip.  
Shortly after Jill left with her trio of ladies, I took a walk around her uncle’s property.  I could have stayed at the hotel in town… and do what?  The paint was peeling off the house and shed.  It needed work, and I hadn’t seen a house this run-down close up.  I most certainly stepped into another world.  I made for the house, intent on getting some work accomplished from the laptop.
The lyrics of familiarity suddenly blasted over the property.  AC/DC’s Back In Black blared so loudly and was directly coming from the shed behind the house.  Travis had made himself scarce as long as I was around, but I knew he was home.  His blue Nissan was parked in the back and evidence was leading toward the old detached garage beside the shed.  The door was half-closed, but only Travis blasted music to that ungodly volume.
Now or never, I told myself.  Fuck all.  I turned on my heel and approached the garage.  I peered into the dimly lit area just as Black Sabbath reverberated from all four walls of the small structure.  There was a strong smell of oil, and a black 1968 Chevrolet Impala was neatly centered on the cement, but there was no Travis to be seen.  The clang of metal came from beneath the Impala, and I rounded the car.
“Fuck!” I heard a familiar voice hiss.  A pair of denim, ripped at the knees, and work boots were stretched out beneath the vehicle.
“Need a hand?” I finally asked.
Travis moved out from under the Impala and looked up at me.  His face was streaked with black grease.  His crew neck t-shirt was white at one time.  The man looked up at me grimly.
“The last time I got a hand from you, it landed me in the ER.”
“Well deserved, don’t you think?” Bad form.  I silently scolded myself for that remark.
“Fuck off, before I return the favor.”
I allowed that comment to slide.  He repositioned himself under the vehicle again, and I remained standing there.  Travis was attempting to resume work on the car, but was clearly distracted by this point.
With a huff, he removed himself from the car.  “Do you need something?  Other than my sister?  What the fuck is up with that?”
Travis had gone into overprotective brother mode.  He straightened, looking at me.  I had a good five inches on him, but I could see that he would clock me if I said one wrong thing.  At this angle, this close up, I could see that his nose was slightly crooked... a reminder of our history.
There was stiff, intense, and uncomfortable silence between us.  To be perfectly truthful, I was at a loss for what to appropriately say.
Travis wiped his hands on an old rag that was on the wooden work bench closest to the car.  
“I understand why you hate my guts,” Travis broke the silence as he threw the rag down on the bench, and then lowered the volume on the stereo.  “What I don’t understand… is what you are doing with my kid sister.”
His face was turning red at the mere thought of it.
“That’s simple.  I love her.” My tone was direct and not open for argument.
Travis barked out a laugh, then shook his head.  “Man, you’re going to break her heart.  And then I’m going to land myself in jail.”
My nostrils flared and my jaw was set in a firm line.  He doesn’t know a damn thing about my relationship with Jillian.
I watched him pick up a wrench, twirl it in his hand thoughtfully, and then set it back down on the bench.  “Let me get this straight.  You rejected my calls when I tried to apologize years ago… told me to fuck off, and pretended I didn’t exist for the next five years.” His dark eyes looked at me directly and his face was stormy.
“Meanwhile, Jillian turns out to be a beautiful, intelligent woman and suddenly you find room in your heart to forgive and forget?”
“Forgive, yes… but I will never forget that you betrayed me.”
If the conversation continued down this path, I would not be sticking to my original plan.
“Fuck, man.” Travis breathed in deeply and then exhaled.  “I don’t even remember any of it.”
My expression was questioning, yet wary.  I was not about to fall for any of his bullshit.  “By all means.  Enlighten me as to what you do remember.” My reply was sardonic.
Travis returned to his natural, pensive state as he contemplated quietly.  “The day you found Ella in bed with me, you were supposed to come over that night.  We were going to grab a pizza and some beers.” He shrugged.  I screwed up some files earlier that day at work and my boss chewed me out.  He threw me off the case I’d been working on.  I was so stressed.  I ended up at the bar at three in the afternoon.  Ella was there…”
I watched my ex-friend wipe grease from his face.  “She sat with me and I told her about my day. I was drunk by this point, but I remembered she told me she had feelings for me.  I remembered thinking that I needed to get the hell away.  I took a cab back home.  Took a nap.  Woke up with Ella next to me in only a thong… just as you busted in.  Got punched in the face. Went to the ER.  The end.”
“You expect me to believe that load of bollocks?” I asked incredulously.
“Look.  Woodward.  That woman was never my type.  You know the type of women I went for.  I never had patience for her bitchy attitude.  I tolerated her for your sake.  We all did!  I don’t know why the fuck she was in my bed, but I wasn’t drunk enough for that.  I tried to explain that to you.”
The pensive nature was long gone.  Travis was fuming.  He began storming toward the door, but stopped and turned toward me.  “You’re so hell bent on believing that everyone is ready to fuck with you.  Not every person in the world is like your father.  Sometimes, you just have to trust the people who care about you most.  I don’t know why that bullshit happened the way it did, but perhaps it did me a favor.  It showed me your true colors as soon as times got rough.”
He threw the towel down and left me standing there in the garage, like a damned idiot.  I followed him outside.  He stormed far ahead of me.  He sensed me close the distance behind him and stopped momentarily to bark out one last request.
“Do me one favor, at least.  Stay the hell away from Jill.  PLEASE.  I couldn’t bear it if you broke her heart.”  
He turned to continue walking toward the house. 
“I can’t.” My words stopped him in his tracks.  “Believe me, I tried.  I thought it was for the best… but I’m a selfish bastard.”
He scoffed in agreement at that last bit.
“I want to ask her to marry me.” This got his attention.  He looked at me, profoundly confused.  Furious.
“Why would you want to marry my sister?”
This question angered me.  “Why the hell not?”
“Do you even remember what you said to me that night you broke my nose?”
Apparently not.  Judging from his expression, it was condescending and demeaning of his social class.
Travis shook his head.  “You said, ‘I should have known better than to mingle with low-class paupers.’  You confirmed your true feelings when you ignored my sister when she tried to invite you to her high school graduation.”
There was a sharp, stabbing pain in my gut, but Travis was persistent in driving his point home.
“You threw Jillian into that label when you made that sentiment, wouldn’t you agree?  She can never fit into your world.”
Come to think of it, I do recall saying that.  It was said in anger.  Did I mean those words?  Perhaps I did at the time, but it’s all in the past.  History.  Nothing we do will change what has already transpired.
“I can’t rewind time and change what I said, or reverse the things I’ve done.  I can only move forward.  I don’t intend to change who Jillian is.  I love that she doesn’t fit the mold expected within my world- as you delightfully call it.  She and I will find middle ground.”
Travis stood there, quietly contemplating.  He was greatly conflicted and it was expressed all over his face.  “I’m sorry man, I just can’t wrap my head around you with my sister.” His face contorted.  “... Nor do I want to.”
I gave a slight laugh.  “I’d prefer if you didn’t…”
Silence.
He finally gave a slight smirk and then a chuckle. The tension was still there, but no longer smothering. “You hungry?  I was thinking about ordering a pizza.”
“Black olives, no mushrooms.” I stated.
“Fuck, no mushrooms.” Travis agreed.
We walked in silence for a few minutes.
“I believe you, by the way.” I shattered the quiet between us as we walked through the back door.  Travis eyed me momentarily as he grabbed the house phone.
“About?”
“There have been some revelations in my life that have come to surface recently, and I believe that you did not sleep with Ella, nor did you intend to.  I’m only sorry it took me so many years to see that.”
Travis squinted his dark eyes at me warily, as though he did not believe my statement.
“Did you just say you’re sorry?  Wow.”
“Shut the hell up and order the pizza.”
“First you said you want to marry my sister and then you apologized.  My God.  I’m in a parallel Universe-”
“Shut the fuck up, bloody bastard.” I could only smirk.
Travis laughed and fished the menu for a local pizza parlor from a side drawer.  He phoned the order and then tossed me a beer from the fridge. 
“I don’t mean to sound like a girl… but when do you plan to ask her?”  
One empty pizza box and three beers later, Travis was asking that question.
“Soon,” I answered.  
“You’re not recycling the ring you bought for Ella.”
“You’ve had one too many beers, my friend.” I took the half-empty can from his hand and set it on the coffee table.
“I am giving her my grandmother’s ring.  It will mean much more to both of us than some purchased ring.  Jillian appreciates things that have sentimental value.”
Travis nodded his approval and grabbed his half-empty beer can from the table.  
“I’m going to ask her, but it will mean so much more to her if I can tell her that you gave your blessing.”
My reunited friend gave me a cock-eyed glance.  “If you make her happy, then absolutely.  If you break her heart, I’m going to kick your ass.”
“Fair enough.”



Chapter 22
 
Mason
 
 
 
Jillian returned home later that afternoon with her cousin, mother and aunt.  She was the first to walk through the door, and her mouth nearly dropped to the floor when she found two old friends playing Guitar Hero in the living room.  Naturally, Travis was winning by a long shot, but nobody was paying attention to the score.  
My love simply stood there by the door with a half-empty iced coffee in one hand, gawking.  Then a slow smile crept up her face and she was beaming.  
“Oh my God, I want to play.  I can kick both your asses with this!” Allie immediately jumped into the scene, oblivious about the animosity that existed between Travis and me for the last five years.  Travis handed his little cousin the guitar.
Jillian wrapped an arm around me and stood on her toes to kiss my lips.  Her eyes were sparkling.  “I’m so happy,” she whispered into my ear. 
I leaned over and whispered, “How happy?” My tone was suggestive as I winked.
She sucked on her lower lip and then smiled again.  Her face radiated with light.  “I’ll show you tonight.”
“Mm.  I hope so-”
“Jilly, will you help me put these things away?” Her mother interrupted our moment, gesturing to the groceries they’d brought home.  My wicked thoughts would have to be put on hold.  Instead, I pretended to be a gentleman and helped the ladies unload the groceries. 
 
****
 
The afternoon drifted into a perfect Summer evening.  After dinner, Jillian’s uncle lit a fire pit and some of their new family friends stopped by to roast marshmallows, which they sandwiched between Graham crackers with chocolate. That sounds sickeningly sweet.  Jillian had a very big sweet tooth and ate about three of those disgusting concoctions.  Melted marshmallow on top of chocolate is much too sweet for my tastes, but it was fucking hot to watch her suck the melted chocolate off her fingers and lick those pouty lips.  She was completely ignorant to how badly she was tormenting me in that moment.
As she fed her cousin advice about girl problems, I looked around toward the small gathering.  Jillian’s aunt and uncle were laughing and talking with her mum, and a few of their friends.  Travis sat on the other side of the fire pit, strumming a classic guitar.  
Jillian licked the last of the chocolate from her fingers just before she glanced over to me from an adjacent bench across the fire.  Her face glowed from the kindle, and there was a sparkle there that I hadn’t seen in a long time.  There was such love in her eyes, and it sent me reeling.  Sure, I sound like a pussy.  I don’t give a fuck.
“Mason, honey, I’m going into the house.  Do you want anything to drink?” Mrs. Pryor interrupted my thoughts.
“No, thank you, Mrs. Pryor.”  
I had been on-edge about visiting Ohio to see Jillian’s family.  I’d spent so many years harboring anger and bitterness.  The methods I’ve used to get what I want in life have not been the most wholesome. I’d forgotten how the Pryors and their family had treated me.  With them, I was never the heir to a large-scale empire.  I was never drilled with questions about business or life’s pressures.  I was treated like one of their own, and they’d all but forgotten about the falling-out I’d had with Travis years ago.  These people are my family.  She is my family.  That thought only prompted me…
I took several deep breaths, trying to gain my composure before I stood.  I crossed the small area surrounding the fire pit and sat on the bench beside Jill.  
Bloody hell.  Why am I sitting?  Beside me, she giggled as she listened to something Allie was saying.  Then, Jill turned to me with light in her dark eyes.
“Are you having a good time?” She asked this with concern. 
“Of course,” I grinned.  I cleared my throat and stood.
“May I have a word, Jill?”
That sounded much too stiff and rigid as I offered my hand to her.  Her eyes flared with worry.
“Is everything okay?” She asked, taking my hand.
“It’s fine.” I clasped her hand firmly and began walking away from the fire.  I didn’t intend to drag her along, but I was nervous as fuck.  With tunnel vision, I walked straight toward the shed.
“Mason, slow down.  I can’t walk that fast.” Jill was sprinting behind me, and I slowed.  This was not the ideal, romantic start I’d planned.  I knew in that instant that I was acting distant and strange and it was making her nervous.  Fuck.
“You’re scaring me.  What’s wrong?” She asked and pulled her hand away from my grasp.  
My head was spinning.  There was no doubt that I wanted to do this.  She is my everything… but there was a small intrusive thought that plagued the back of my mind.  What if she says no?  And I’ve already screwed up the romantic walk.
“Mason…?”  
The automatic lights of the garage were triggered as we neared the shed.  I could see that her face was slightly panicked, staring up at me with wide, questioning eyes.
I hoped my smile would ease her, and I took her hand in mine.  I clasped it firmly, and cupped it with my other.  
My heart was thundering in my chest.  Was this the right move?  Here?  Perhaps I should have taken her to an island or some romantic getaway.  Fuck if I know how to do these things the right way...
I felt like a goddamned idiot.  Get it together, Woodward.  I can manage two large enterprises, but this woman has me nervous as bloody hell.
After exhaling deeply to calm my nerves, I gently squeezed her hands and cupped them both within mine.  A gentle Summer breeze blew a few stray tresses of her wild waves into her face.  
“You know I love you…” I began stiffly.  Fuck, that didn’t come out right.  
She nodded, looking up at me with questioning eyes.  “I love you, too, Mason.”  
I licked my lips, because my mouth was suddenly quite dry.  “You and I have been… dating for only a few months, but you know me better than any other person in this world.”
I dug into the pocket of my denim, but the small velvet box was lodged in there quite tightly.  
“One moment,” I held up a single finger, while she waited patiently.  I had to dig the damn thing out of my pocket.  Christ.
“Are you trying to give me another overpriced keychain?”  She joked.  Her voice quivered slightly.
I smiled stiffly, and finally pulled the box out.  
She suddenly sucked in a sharp breath, and cupped her hands over her mouth. 
I knelt to one knee.  My heart was officially in my throat.  I don’t recall having any of these anxieties when I proposed to Ella so many years ago… I shook those memories from my mind, and looked up at the woman I adored more than anything else in the world.  I’d give my life for this woman.  She brought light back into my life when I knew only darkness.
“Jillian Katherine Pryor, will you marry me?” I blurted those words out.  I had a whole speech planned, and while I normally prided myself on my excellent public speaking skills, it all left me. I’d already botched the romance out of it.  
Her hands were shaking as they remained cupped over her mouth, and I saw tears pool in her eyes.  
“Oh my G- Oh my… Are you serious?” She was at a loss for words.
What the fuck?  I was hoping for a different reaction.
“Of course I’m serious.  Why would I play around with my Grandmother’s ring?”  Please don’t keep me on my fucking knee like this…
She simply stood there, staring down at me, with a hand cupped over her mouth.
The wait was killing me.  “Christ, Jillian.  Say something.”  Just don’t say no…
“Yes.  Yes, please… YES!” 
A sense of euphoria and relief washed over me in that moment.  I exhaled, realizing that I’d been holding most of my breath.  I took her hand possessively and felt how it was still visibly trembling even as I slid the princess cut yellow diamond onto her small finger.  I’d have to get it resized because her fingers were so tiny.
“I’ll have it resized in the morning,” I whispered against her ear.
“It’s beautiful,” She breathed; her voice was slightly choked. A single tear slipped down her cheek. “You gave me your grandmother’s ring?”  Her mind was buzzing with shock.  I knew she was still processing what had just happened.
“I never thought I would give this to anyone else.  It’s remained locked away for years, but I want you to have a piece of… something very special from my childhood.  My grandmother.”
She watched as I wrapped my hands around hers.  Her eyes were bright and filled with such love.  Instinctively, a part of me wanted to shield away from it, but I caught myself.  
“You never spoke of her before.  You loved her very much?” Her voice was no more than a soft whisper.
“Yes.  She died when I was eleven, too soon.” My hands remained cupped around hers.
“I’d love to hear more about her.”
“I will have all the time in the world to tell you,” I bent forward and kissed the nape her neck.  “In the meantime, I’ll take the ring back before it falls off that tiny finger of yours.”
I removed the ring from her finger and returned it to the velvet box for safe keeping.  Without a word, I cupped her face in both hands and enveloped her lips with mine.  
I felt her damp cheek against mine.  Her lips still tasted of chocolate and I had the sudden primal desire to take her.  Own her.  Ravage her.
“Shed. Now.” My growl was low in her ear.
“Mason…” She breathed softly, our lips still touching but not kissing.
In the distance, her family could be heard laughing.  Their voices were muffled conversation.  The smoky scent of burning charcoal hung in the air, along with the lighter scent of beer.  Her family could remain preoccupied for another half hour for all I care… Without warning, I gripped that peach of an ass and lifted her to my level.  Fluidly, she wrapped those thighs around my waist.  
We were a tangled mess of intimate passion.  My lips never left hers as I walked her towards the shed.  A gentle breeze whipped her hair again, while my fingers dug into  her ass, through her cotton navy sundress.  
I walked her into the shed and pressed her body against the wood of the wall.  My mouth tasted her ravenously while her fingers raked through my hair, digging into my scalp.  This aggression only fueled my need for her.  
My cock was raging, swollen and constricted beneath my denim.  My hips thrust into her repeatedly as my tongue circled roughly within her mouth.  I had her pinned exactly where I wanted her.  I kept her pinned against the wall, using my hips and one arm.  I used the other to yank the fabric of her dress up and I savored the steaming juices that pooled in her lace.  
“Oh Mason…” Her breath was warm against my neck as I pushed the lace of her panties aside and rubbed her slick clit.  
I thrust two fingers into her warm, wet slit, and she gasped into my ear.  Christ.  I’ll never get used to how tight she is.  I’ve been the only one.  I’ll always be the only one.  My Jilly Bean.
Her gasps turned into whimpering moans as I thrust my fingers harder, deeper.  Her body began quivering against mine.  Her legs were growing weak, losing their strength around my waist.
“Tonight, I’m going to show you just how much I fucking love you, Jill.”  I growled into her ear.  I could barely control myself.  The throb in my pants was an aching need and I’d lose my mind if I didn’t feel her soon.
Her breathing was ragged as I supported her weight with my pelvis, and one arm.  I continued fingerfucking her at a quick, hard, rhythmic pace. I knew exactly how she needed it, what made her come.  I thrust in deeply, and curled two fingers and she sucked in a long, shuddering breath before she clenched fiercely around my fingers.  
Goddamn.  I reveled in the feeling of her coming undone.  I continued the tempo as her body trembled, releasing around my quickening fingers.  I prolonged her orgasm for as long as possible, and when she finally returned from her state of ecstasy, she looked up at me with glazed eyes.
She inhaled and exhaled deeply, trying to catch her breath as she stared up at me.
I gave her a wicked smirk, still keeping her body sandwiched in place against the wall.  Keeping my eyes directly on hers, I sucked on those two fingers.  Her eyes widened as I savored her taste, sucking every last drop from my fingers.  Then, I placed those fingers on her lips and she knew what to do.  I’d given her a silent command.  She parted her beautiful, pouty mouth and sucked on both fingers.  
I closed my eyes as her tongue caressed my fingers.  I could imagine that tongue around my cock.
She must have known what I was thinking.  My little Jilly Bean suddenly pushed away from me, grabbed the collar of my shirt with both hands and pushed me against the wall.  The act was so aggressive, and surprising.  It purely caught me off guard.  Her expression was intense as she dropped to her knees and wasted no time unzipping my pants.
Fuck. Me.  
I watched her bite her lower lip intently as she yanked the denim and boxer briefs down my legs.  My cock sprang free, standing straight to attention, raging, solid.  There was a positively sinful look etched on her beautiful face as she looked up at me from her position below.  She began palming my cock with both hands.  
Spasms of pleasure rushed up my spine and I briefly closed my eyes.  Her tongue suddenly caressed my length, running from the base to the tip, where she licked up the bead of precum that had leaked.  My hands drove into her wild tresses, as I barely clung to my composure.  Her hot mouth drove up and down my cock, taking my length deeply against the back of her throat.
Oh, fuck.  I’m going to lose it…
My fingers curled around her hair, pulling against the scalp as her lips continued to bob.  I grabbed her head and forced her mouth down.  I felt the tip slide down her throat, and I lost my control.  My release surged in hot waves down her throat.  She pulled away, but still palmed my cock as she swallowed some, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
I never meant to end such a romantic moment with such an intense blowjob.  I had intended for this to be about her.  She’d gone ahead and turned the tables, and my head was still spinning, overcome with the intensity of that climax... From her saying yes to marrying me.  
I had been a man who spent so many long years living an empty, shallow life.  I’d been convinced of one thing: That I was incapable of loving, of being loved, and that such an emotion was sugar coated and nonexistent.  
Then Jillian stormed into my life and tore down those walls.  This is what it meant to love and be loved.



Chapter 23
 
Jillian
 
 
 
He asked me to marry him!  My mind was reeling, buzzing with so many thoughts, so much excitement.
My heart was full to bursting.  Mason had given me the best surprise when he knelt down on one knee and asked the ultimate question.  I was still trying to wrap my head around it.
I’d never tell him this, but he was adorably sexy as he struggled to pull that ring from the pocket of his pants.  Usually the smooth talker, he struggled with words.  
“Tonight, I’m going to show you just how much I fucking love you, Jill.” His growl was like a velvety caress that sent tingles down my spine to my panties.
Not before I show you, I thought to myself.  I felt him unravel in my mouth and as always, it was exquisite.  I wanted to do more with him in that shed, but my mom’s voice interrupted our heated moment.
 
We hurried to fix ourselves, and she opened the shed door only seconds after Mason had fastened his pants.  She looked between us with a raised eyebrow.
“What are you two doing?” She asked, ready to lecture us both as though we were only kids in high school.  My mom has always had this uncanny tendency to treat Mason like he’s still seventeen.  In my mom’s eyes, I am still seventeen. 
I’m twenty-three now.  I’m not a starry-eyed kid around Mason, and I think my mom still sees us in that way.
“Mom,” I bit my lip before continuing.  “Mason just asked me to marry him!” I couldn't contain my excitement any longer.
I really, really hoped she wouldn’t dive into a lecture about how we hadn’t been dating long enough…
She simply stood there, blinking back and forth between the two of us.  Then, she smiled.  I felt a sense of relief in that moment.
“Oh honey.” She pulled me into a hug.  Mason stood back, grinning slightly, but mom pulled him into a hug as well.
“When is the wedding?” She asked, half joking.
I laughed.  “Mom!  I don’t know-”
“Soon.” Mason’s short response answered the question.
 
The rest of my family had the same question.  Mason pulled the ring out to show my mom, aunt and Allie.
“Oh wow!  Jilly, can I be a bridesmaid?” My cousin was bouncing in her sandals.
“Allie, you suck the surprise out of everything.  You didn’t even give me a chance to ask you.” I laughed.  My heart was a hummingbird in my chest and I was flushed from the excitement.
Allie threw her arms around my neck and hugged fiercely.  It almost knocked me over.
“Where are you having the wedding?” She asked.
“I don’t know.  I haven’t even had the ring sized for my finger yet.” A sudden wave of fatigue washed over me.  My cousin had so much energy it was exhausting.  Or, maybe I had sugar crash.  I shouldn’t have eaten those s’mores earlier.  
Once everyone had fawned over the gorgeous ring, Mason and I returned to our hotel in town.  It was a really nice hotel.  It was nothing in comparison to his large-scale chain that had recently expanded to Las Vegas, but it was comfortable.
 
****
 
Our visit with my family was short, but amazing.  Mason never said as much, but I could see how much he was enjoying himself.  Times were different, but he and Travis had reconnected.  I hadn’t seen Mason so relaxed in such a long time.  He had forgotten how much he enjoyed being with my family until that weekend.  
On the last day of our visit in Ohio, Mason insisted on treating the rest of the family to lunch at a sports pub in town.  It was Travis’s recommendation, and the two spent the entire lunch outing arguing over whether the New York Yankees would smash the Toronto Blue Jays.  Boring.  Still, I’d deal with their stupid back-and-forth banter if it meant they were friends again.  
 
“Don’t be a stranger,” Travis said with a half-grin just before we slid into the rental car.  
“We won’t, and you’re welcome to come back to the city anytime.” Mason responded as he held the passenger door open for me.
“If I can get some time off work, I’ll take a trip.”
“You can always come work for me.” Mason smirked.
I rolled my eyes.  “You want everyone to come work for you.”
“That’s not true.” Mason frowned and I bit back a laugh.
Travis laughed and shook his head.  “I’m not coming to work for you.  That rule never changed.  Just bring my sister back soon.”  He slapped Mason on the shoulder.
“Soon,” Mason nodded, and then the faintest trace of a frown creased his brow.  “Possibly next month, actually.”
Oh my.  It would be so nice to see my family again so soon.  I hugged mom, Travis, and the rest of my family before slipping into the front passenger seat.  Even though I was sad to leave after a four-day weekend, I was still smiling from ear to ear.  Why shouldn’t I be smiling?  Mason and I were engaged… and I would be seeing my family again very soon.



Chapter 24
 
Jillian
 
 
 
“It’s so beautiful,” I breathed softly in admiration as I stared down at the yellow diamond that now fit my finger.  I stood in the sitting room, just in front of the expansive view of Manhattan. The sun had set and the city lights glittered below.  I’ll never become numb to the majestic beauty of this view.  Still, the gorgeous, scenic view will never compare to the ring Mason gave me.
“This will show everyone that you’re mine,” He gave a low, seductive whisper into my ear.  His tall, muscular frame came up behind and his strong arms wrapped around me.  Heat spread from my neck down to my damp panties while his lips and tongue hungrily savored the taste of my skin.  
His grasp was fierce as he pulled me more closely against his hard body.  His arms snaked around me in an embrace that I wouldn’t have been able to escape if I tried.  
“It’s all mine,” His whisper was a velvety growl as I felt the rock hard length of his cock press into my lower back.  Two large hands grabbed my breasts in a lustful grip.
“These tits are mine.”  
His fingers then raked down my curves and gripped my hips with such red-hot ferocity.  “These hips are mine.”  As he said this, he pulled me roughly against him, and thrust his thick bulge against me.  
His hand slid around my waist, raking the soft cotton of my yellow sundress up my thigh. Within seconds, his fingers were circling around my swollen, wet clit.  A soft moan escaped my lips.
“This pussy is mine.”  His voice was authoritative and domineering.  His British accent only made those words more sultry.  My body melted against his frame as those strong, commanding hands enjoyed every curve of my body.
Every nerve ending tingled with white-hot desire.  My God.  I’m marrying this… man.  
His fingers continued to circle around my clit.  It was pulsing, tormented and throbbing.  I was close.  So close.
“Mason…” I mewled.
“Shh.” His breath was on my neck as I tried to remember to breathe.
The city lights continued to sparkle beneath us, but I was blissfully ignorant of it by this point.  The built-up pressure was a delicious ache in my core.  I felt my knees grow weaker, but Mason was holding my weight.
I felt him grinding hard against my ass while his fingers continued their slow, agonizing pleasure.  
“Bloody hell, Jill.” Mason’s breathing was ragged.  “I’m taking you now.”
The intense rip of fabric assaulted my ears and for a single second, I looked down.  Shredded yellow cotton fell down around my bare feet, and the cool air hit my skin.  My nipples ached stiffly.
A slight sting met my flesh as Mason brutally yanked the white lace around my hips.  He tossed the remains of my panties to the side.  Before I could think, my hands were forcefully bound above my head in a single, vice-like grip.  
With one hand binding my hands, he gripped my shoulder and forcefully walked me into his master suite.  It’s our master suite now.
“Close your eyes.  I’ll know if you disobey.”
I’m always tempted to defy him just so he’ll punish me, but I was aching so badly.  I needed to feel him inside me.
My eyes closed compliantly, and the smooth texture of synthetic nylon wrapped securely around my wrists, binding them together above my head.  He moved my arms up and down, to ensure I had the flexibility to support whatever he had planned.  My heart was raging in my chest, brimming with anticipation and wanton need.
His hands were commanding as he guided me to the side of the bed.  I felt a tug on my wrists as he looped something through the nylon binding.  I began to open my eyes-
“Don’t you dare. I said keep them closed, sweetheart.”
Those vehement words caused me to clamp my eyes shut.  I was so wet and aching with need… I felt another stern tug as he tested the binding.
“On the bed.  On your knees.” The order left no room for question.  I was so ready to feel him fill me up.
Without the full use of two hands, I struggled to position myself in the middle of the bed, resting my weight on two knees. I remained in position in the center of the bed.
“I’ll know if you open those gorgeous eyes, darling girl.”  His voice never lost its domineering quality.
The mattress indented under his weight.  His hands pushed my head down into the duvet, leaving my ass arched high in the air.  I lacked the use of my hands since they were bound with synthetic nylon, tethered securely to one of four posts.  I felt exposed to him.  The cool air hit my swollen, wet pussy and I clenched in reaction.  
“Mmm.” His hands furiously gripped my hips and I felt the tip of his cock play with my desperate, needy opening.  
“You’ve been such a good girl to obey.” His voice was rich and deep against my back.  
Yes…  Please…  Just fuck me…
His lips planted lush, smoldering kisses in a path down my back, from my shoulder blades slowly down to my tailbone.  Oh hell… Without realizing, I arched my ass higher in the air and bucked my hips toward him.  I was desperate for friction.  I hoped to tease him enough to give me what I wanted…
“Do you need something, darling?” His voice was laced with sinful promise, deliberately tormenting me.
“Yes… Please…” I fidgeted from the antagonization he was giving.
He slipped a single finger into my slit, just enough to taunt, and then withdrew.  I responded with a pathetic whimper.
“Tell me how I can help you…”
I swallowed.  “You…”
His fingers raked down my back, and caressed in feather-light strokes along my hips and waist.  “Oh, but I’m right here…”
I thrust against him, trying to coax him, but his hand pressed down on my back, holding me in place.  His commands were silent, but profound.  My body stilled and I could only feel the heady thrum of my heart as it pulsed within my chest.
My weight was rested on my elbows and my knees.  His thumbs rubbed in circles against both cheeks of my ass and without warning, he slammed into me.
I cried out loudly from the impact.  His torment already had my pussy so slick; it didn’t hurt.  His thrusting was carnal, rampant and furious as he filled me to the hilt.  He pulled out, keeping his grip anchored on both hips.  
“Goddamn, baby.  I’ll never get used to how good your tight little cunt feels.” He pushed into my wet heat and kept up a furious tempo, driving in and out, hard and deep.  
A groan escaped me, overcome with pleasure.  He slowed his movements, grinding in a slow circular motion.  He was buried deep, and the intense pleasure was profound.  I think my eyes rolled to the back of my head.
With unspoken command, he flipped me onto my back, and then pulled my body upright so that my weight was positioned on his lap.  With a single thrust, he slammed into me again and held my hips, controlling the tempo as my thighs straddled him. He continued to grind against my G-spot.  My hands still remained bound, with the nylon rope tethered to the post at the headboard.
He continued thrusting, filling me completely as he dominated my body.  His forceful hands dug into the skin of my ass as he moved my body with his.  My God.  He made me feel feather-light… I squeezed my eyelids closed, fighting the strong urge to open them and gaze upon his face.  Ripples of pleasure coursed through me as he hit my most sensitive spot over and over again.  
His lips crashed down on mine suddenly.  His tongue enveloped mine, before he sucked on my lower lip.  My eyes were still closed.  I could only feel… and Bloody Hell… 
His lips consumed mine again as he moved my hips in a sensuous, rhythmic pace against his expert thrusting.  Delicious pleasure continued to consume me as I felt my impending orgasm build between my thighs.  His fingers would leave bruises on the cheeks of my ass by morning, but I didn’t care.  Continuously he filled me.  In, out.  In, out.  I forgot myself and opened my eyes as I threw my head back.  Then my gaze landed directly on his.  Those fiery, carnal light brown eyes reminded me that I disobeyed.  A single black eyebrow arched ever so slightly, and there was the faint trace of a smirk.  He was going to punish me.  I could see the hint of it.
He gripped my hips quite fiercely as the realization dawned on me.  After three solid thrusts, I clenched furiously as I came around his cock.
He let out a hiss of pleasure as my walls clamped around him.  I was still high on the ecstasy of my orgasm when he suddenly flipped me onto my knees again.  With expert hands, he pushed my body down so that my weight was resting on my elbows.  I was still reeling from the sudden shift in position when he slammed into me again.  My gasp was a whimper, sharp, loud and pathetic in sound.  
“I thought I told you to keep your eyes closed, love.”  
His tone was stern, authoritative as he relentlessly pommeled into my tight walls.  He was severe in his tempo, and I was still hyper-sensitive from the recent climax.  I cried out loudly, moaning his name repeatedly.
A sharp, reddening sting landed on the right cheek of my ass while his cock continued to drive deep and hard.
“Ah!” I threw my head back, gasping from the ring that met my ass.  Another handprint was placed on my left cheek.  
Holy fuck!  Do that again!
I could sense the smirk on his face as he planted another handprint on my right ass cheek again.  I groaned in response.
“Naughty girl.  It’s been awhile since you disobeyed.”  
He never paused his fucking, even while he spoke those seductive words and spanked my reddened ass.
His tempo was furious and merciless.  “What do you have to say for yourself?”
Another hand left my ass feeling crimson.  He drilled deep, hard and fast.  Everytime he spanked me, it sent a tingle of pleasure down to my pussy.  I bit my lower lip as I tried to shift my weight; the force of his thrusting was putting all the weight onto my elbows.  I felt every inch of him go deep.  So deep.  
“I’m sorry…” I whimpered as his hand came down one last time.
“Mm.” I heard his guttural groan as he pushed my head down into the mattress.  
His body pulsated as he came hard and deep inside me, gripping my left hip while his hand kept my head pinned into the mattress.  After three last sharp thrusts, he slowed his pace.  His breathing was harsh and ragged behind me.  The knots on the nylon binding loosened around my wrists and he gently massaged my wrists with love and affection.
“You should have just blindfolded me,” I teased.
A dark glint in his eyes met with mine.  A smirk crept up those irresistible lips.
“Believe me, my darling, if I wanted to blindfold you, I would have.  As you know, I can be very resourceful.”
“You knew I would open my eyes!” I exclaimed as he pulled me against his body.  
“Of course I did.” He kissed my forehead with tenderness.  “I know you better than I know the back of my own hand. I wanted a good, sound reason to spank that delicious ass.”
“You are evil.”
His eyes flared and his perfect lips quirked upwards slightly.  “You have no idea, my Jilly Bean.”
 
****
 
We remained like this in bed for quite some time.  My head was rested on Mason’s chest and I dozed while listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.  His arm was wrapped tightly around my body, pulling me close against his taut muscles.  I could spend the rest of my days like this in his embrace.  Nothing in my life has ever felt this right.
“Do you still want that dinner and movie I promised you?”  His question pulled me from my sleepy haze, and I blinked my eyes.
“You’ve exhausted me…” I responded, returning to reality.
He chuckled, raking his fingers through my wild waves.
“We can do anything you like.  Stay in, or go out, or fuck.”  His voice was like a whispered kiss against my ear.
I laughed softly.  My man is insatiable.
At that moment, his cell phone buzzed.  Mason let out an agitated sigh and reached for the nightstand beside the bed.  He glanced at the screen, and then declined the call before he set it back on the night stand.
“Any thoughts on how you want to spend the evening?”  Mason asked, trying to lighten the mood.  It was too late for that, though.  I felt the difference in his body all of a sudden.  He’d gone from relaxed and content to rigid and sullen.  He was trying to mask it from me, but I knew him better than that.
Before I could answer his question, the cell phone buzzed repeatedly.  After declining the call two more times, his house line rang.
“Shouldn’t you answer that?  Or at least disconnect the phone for the night?”  
I knew who was calling him, and the knowledge sent a chilling tremor up my spine.  There was no way Mason has told his parents about our engagement, but there was no denying how they would react.  His father will go ballistic.  Mason will be disowned.  Am I really worth that? 
You’re living in a fantasy bubble.  This can never work out, not in reality.  I’d been keeping these worries buried deep, deep down inside because I wanted to us to be happy.  Was that selfish of me?  
We could hear the phone in Mason’s study ring incessantly.  Mason became more rigid with each ring.  I pursed my lips together in a tight line as the worry began to consume me.  
Finally, he loosened himself from my embrace and left the bed.  Without a word, he pulled on a pair of thin navy sweatpants and left the bedroom.  My heart thrummed in my chest.  Intuition told me that I should be afraid.  I was scared of losing him.  
I sat upright in the bed, with a sheet wrapped around my body.  The wait seemed eternal, especially as Mason’s voice grew louder and louder.  He was at one point shouting.  His end of the phone conversation was muffled, conducted behind the closed door in his office.  Still, I could hear the ferocious pitch and volume in his voice as it traveled all the way down the hall.  That level of anger only confirmed who was on the other end.  I knew my chest was blotchy and flushed from my nerves.
He was gone for at least an hour.  The phone call with his father ended.  I could tell this much because the shouting match had ended.  Still, Mason remained locked away in his study.  Concerned, I left the bed with the sheet wrapped snuggly around my body.  I padded down the hall until I arrived at the door to his study.
I could hear his voice, loud and clear from the other side of the door.  
“I don’t have seventy-two hours.  I don’t even have twenty-four fucking hours.  Come to my office tomorrow at noon.” He was not shouting, but his tone was somewhat urgent and stern.
“Bloody fucking hell.  How difficult do you have to make this?” His tone was becoming more angry all over again.
“... Right then.  We’ll discuss it tomorrow.  Noon.”
The call ended and there was silence.  I debated whether to knock, but the door suddenly flung open and Mason stood there.  His eyes burned down on me.
“What are you doing?” The question was like a hissing growl.  
“I was worried…” My voice trailed because I lost the words.
His face softened, only somewhat but he remained calloused.  “Are you hungry?”
“Not anymore.”
“We’ll have takeout delivered.” He placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me toward the immaculate kitchen.  After rummaging through a drawer, he tossed a few menus on the breakfast bar.  He was stressed, present in body, but not in mind.
“Pick what you want.” That was an order.
I scrunched my nose.
“Mason.” My voice snapped him to attention.  “You’re scaring me.”
His brow furrowed when I said this, and then he took me into his arms.  My small frame was consumed within the embrace of his strong arms.  He held me silently for a very long time.  It was just the two of us in the quiet of the kitchen.  I was certain he could feel my heart thrum harshly through my chest.
He kissed the top of my head and then his whisper caressed my ear.  “You needn’t worry, darling.  It will all turn out.  I’ll take care of you.  You are my light.  And nothing will ever change how I love you.”
I swallowed hard when he said this.  His words almost seemed like a foreshadowing of something to come…
 
****
 
It felt a bit like the Twilight Zone.  There was something strange in the air.  Our Friday date night had been ruined when Mason’s father incessantly harassed his phone lines.  Mason had a noon meeting scheduled in his office.  It wasn’t uncharacteristic for him to go into the office for a few hours over the weekend.  He took the weekends to manage his hotel affairs.  Therefore, I didn’t think much of his Saturday office meeting.  Still, there was something off about the following week.
Mason was fiercely protective.  I wanted to get an ice cream from the parlor down the street, and he insisted that he accompany me, even though he wasn’t in the mood for ice cream.  He stood behind me while I ordered my double scoop, hovering like a bodyguard.
“Relax,” I joked lightly as I licked a few drops of melted Cherry Garcia off my fingers.  It was a particularly hot and sticky  September day.  My ice cream was melting faster than I could keep up.  I should have ordered a bowl, instead of a cone.
Mason’s eyes flared as he watched my lips, with entranced awe and lust.  He took my fingers and sucked on each one in turn.  My lips parted as tingles traveled down to my core.  I saw the flecks of gold and green in his light brown eyes as his heated gaze bore into me, sucking the sweet melted cream from each finger in turn.  I became oblivious to the scoop that melted down the cone, down my hand as I watched his sultry sucking and nibbling of each finger.
“Christ.  Get a room.”  
A familiar voice broke us both from our erotic moment.  It was then I remembered we were still on a busy sidewalk, in the sweltering humidity, just outside the ice cream shop.  
I whirled toward the voice and found Ian standing there in a Yankees cap.  He wore a white fitted muscle shirt that showed off the intricate tattoos that covered his biceps and forearms.  He gave me a half-smirk as he blatantly surveyed how my violet sun dress stuck damply to my form.  
Mason cleared his throat.
“Nice rock.” Ian grinned with a wink in my direction.
“Thank you.  It belonged to Mason’s grandmother,” I explained, but Ian was more interested in staring at my cleavage.
Oddly, Mason seemed to ignore Ian’s shameless admiration.
“We should get going before we fry on this pavement,” Mason added as casually as possible.  He wrapped an arm around my waist.  “I’m sure you have things you need to get done, Mr. Brennan.”
He looked pointedly at Ian.  Ian gave a smile that could probably melt panties.
“I’ll see you both around.” He gave Mason a wink and then continued his way down the sidewalk.
“Come along,” Mason ushered me away from the ice cream shop before I could process that strange run-in with Ian.  “I’m going to finish cleaning you up.” His growl was sinful as he forcefully guided me back to the glass doors of his hotel.
 
****
 
On Monday morning, Piper called to tell me that the office was going to be slow for the week and that I didn’t need to come in.  I stared at the phone, profoundly confused.
“You can stay with Mrs. O’Malley, but give me a ring if you decide you want to go anywhere.” Mason said gently, yet with a domineering tone.
What?  Since when do I have to ask permission to go anywhere?  Mason was never that controlling or protective in the past.
“Mason.” I snapped, watching him get ready for work.  It was about six in the morning.  I always loved watching him get ready for the office.  Watching him tuck that crisp white button down over those taut olive muscles always made me wet for the rest of the day.  Today, however… I wanted answers.
“Yes, my love?” He gave me a smile through his reflection in the mirror.  I observed how the smile did not reach his eyes, as it often did.  He observed his three-day stubble in the mirror, trying to ignore the inquisitive stare I gave him from the other side of the room.
“What’s going on?” I asked in a snippy tone.
He turned and looked at me with a half smirk on his handsome face.  He was two seconds from charming my panties off, unless I got a grip on myself.
“You’ve been acting strange ever since your father called on our date night.” I persisted.
“Yes, I’m sorry about that.  You know how he gets when he’s had too much of the drink.  I try not to let it affect me, but he is still my father.” I watched him pull his light gray suit jacket over his muscled shoulders.  
I pursed my lips.  He was giving me an answer without actually giving me answers.  Evasive, at best.
“I’m going to be your wife.  You need to tell me things,” I cut in.
A smoldering gaze bore into me.  “What’s going on is this...  I’m going into the office.  I will be home for lunch, and I expect you ready and waiting in my study at one o’clock, sharp.”
“And what if I disobey?” I narrowed my eyes, attempting to be a challenge.  He was trying to distract me with sexual suggestions.  Again.
His beautiful lips curled into a smile and his eyes darkened to the dare.  “Oh, I hope you do.”
He turned back to the mirror and fastened his light gray silk tie.  I was already wet and ready, and it was only six-thirty in the morning.  I opened my mouth to make an argument, but he spoke instead.
“I almost forgot to tell you that I’ve been invited to a benefit on Friday evening.  I had Elizabeth mail in the RSVP a few weeks ago, but I’m bloody terrible at remembering these things.”
“That’s why you have a secretary.  She keeps your head screwed on tight.”
Mason let out a loud laugh.  He wrapped his arms around me from behind and held me in place.  I wore his rumpled white button-down from the night before and my hair was a mussed mess, but he didn’t seem to care.  His hand slid beneath the partially-buttoned fabric and squeezed my breast.
“Mm.  Does this mean I need to order take-out for one for dinner Friday?” I closed my eyes.
His thumb and forefinger played with a single pink nipple, twisting and rolling it before he trailed his lips down the nape of my neck.
“Goddamn, Jillian.  No.” His voice was gravelly between licks and nips down my neck.  “You’re my fiancé, not my dirty little secret.  You’re my fiancé.  I want everyone to see that you are mine on Friday evening.”
My heart fluttered wildly in my chest from those words.  I love this man.  Truly.  Deeply.
“Everyone, including your family?” I asked in a hushed whisper.  
His body tensed momentarily, and he retracted his hands.  “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about my family.  I will deal with them in due time.” Those words were dominant, precise and direct. 
I only nodded.
“You are my family.” His thumb and forefinger took my chin and tilted my gaze up to meet his.  His eyes searched mine, wanting to be assured that I knew of his sincerity.
“I love you,” I whispered.  It was all I could say at the moment.  He knew how to leave me breathless.
“I know you do… and I know that you have been worried about my family’s reaction to our engagement.  You needn’t worry about them.  My choice is made.”
“Yes, but you know they won’t be quiet about this.  Zara said-”
“Do not worry about them.  Leave me to handle it.”  
His lips planted a tender kiss on my forehead, then on my lips.  After that, he left the penthouse.
 
****
 
“Shit.  It must be unreal to have this kind of money to blow.”  Elyse stood in the sitting room of Mason’s penthouse as she held up a royal blue silk gown.  
My best friend was in awe of the private shopping spree that Mason had sent to the penthouse.  I’ve never shopped from home before, not unless it was online, so this was an entirely different experience.  There were at least a dozen gowns, shoes and jewelry to choose for tomorrow evening’s benefit.  I have never been to such a fancy event before.  Amy, Mason’s personal shopper, was present in the sitting room of the penthouse, and so was a stylist representing the boutique from which Mason placed his demands.  Still, I called Elyse for help.  I needed my best friend, and she was more than happy to offer her narrative feedback.
“This will make you look like a gold-digging whore,” she scrunched her nose and hung the skimpy blue gown back on the rack.  The stylist representing the boutique gave Elyse an icy glare, which Elyse ignored.
“What is the benefit for?” She asked as she rummaged through the racks.
“It’s for Kids Against Grief.  The charity is raising money for children who have suffered grief from losing one or both parents.  It’s a really good cause.  Have you heard of this organization?”
Elyse was quiet and her face was blank.  “Yeah.” She picked up a dress, surveyed it, and then hung it up on the rack.
“It’s just too rich for my blood.  It is ten thousand dollars a plate!”  
“I hate to break it to you, babe.  You’re marrying into that rich life.” Elyse smiled slightly in my direction, although her blue eyes still seemed empty.
“I can still see if I can get you on the list to come tonight,” I grinned.
“Fuck no.” Elyse answered with a slight smile.  She looked at me.  “Having to mingle with Jackson and all those rich-folk types?  I’ll pass.”
“I noticed how you specifically mentioned his name.” I pulled a black gown from the rack and looked at it.
“Don’t get any ideas, honey.  He’s no different than those jerks I dealt with in college.” She paused in her words for a second, then shook her head and continued perusing the selection.  
Suddenly, her face lit up.
“This one!  You have to try it on.” She was beaming as she held a plum, floor length silk gown.  It was simple, yet stylish and elegant.  
“That is very beautiful and the color will compliment your complexion,” Amy chimed in.  She took the dress from Elyse and handed it to me.  “We may have found a winner.”
I went into the guest bedroom and tried the dress on, but called Elyse in to help me zip up the back.  I was hesitant as I viewed myself in the reflection.  My hips looked so round and the neckline dipped a little too low for my tastes.  I sucked on my lower lip as I debated silently.
“Oh wow.” Elyse breathed.  “Gorgeous.”
“I’m my own worst critic.”
“Aren’t we all?” Elyse smiled.  “There is only one problem I see with this dress.”
“What is that?” I blurted the question, thinking about my oh, so round hips.
“Mason might not make it through the night if he sees you in this.  He won’t be able to keep his hands off you.” Elyse waggled her eyebrows at me in a suggestive manner.
I giggled softly as she helped me unzip the dress.
“Let’s pick out the accessories to go with this, and then I have to get to work.” Elyse smiled.  
Elyse has always been selflessly supportive.  She really is the best friend a girl could ask for…



Chapter 25
 
Jillian
 
 
 
Elyse was correct.  Mason could not keep his hands off me on the night of the benefit.  He took one look at me as I stepped into the sitting room and I saw the hunger and lust blaze in his eyes.  The plum silk hugged my curves and draped in a soft ripple down to the floor.  The neckline dipped low, but was not unsophisticated.  Amy helped me choose a pair of sparkling diamond chandelier earrings and strappy heels to compliment the gown.  My hair was tousled into curls that draped over one shoulder.  
His eyes seared over my form, and his hands gripped my round hips firmly, pulling me into his hard body.  I felt the hard raging erection in his black tuxedo pants.  It pressed into my stomach and my breathing hitched.
“The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can feel that hot, tight little cunt wrapped around my cock.” His whisper was sensuous in my ear.
Oh, my.  I love his filthy words.
“I’m going to possess you tonight.  You’ll feel my cock plunge so deep inside that sweet, tight little pussy, leaving my mark on you forever.”
Rich, dark promises.  Liquid heat was already pooling in the lace between my thighs.  A slow, delicious ache was forming down there.
He adjusted his pants to hide the raging need.  I’d never seen him in a tux before, and that dull aching need for him was rapidly becoming a throb.  
“I need a drink to dull the need,” Mason whispered into my ear.  “What will you have?”
I bit my lower lip, overstimulated by the decor and the guests in attendance.  The event was being held in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  I felt both intimidated and in awe by all of the characters in attendance, and the lush decor.
“You know what I like,” I smiled.
“Oh, I know exactly what you like.” His lips quirked upwards into a predatory grin.  Then, he kissed my hand and left me at our assigned table while he went to the bar.  I watched him walk away, checking his phone while he approached the bar.
I looked around at the posh surroundings.  Women in exquisite gowns sipped champagne.  The men were all dressed in tuxedos.  I felt out of place.  I’d like to say that nobody was paying attention to me, but that’s not true.  The women surveyed me up and down, and their eyes always landed on the ring on my finger.  Some of them arched a perfectly manicured brow as they looked me up and down, then they’d turn and whisper to one another.
There’s Mason Woodward’s new flavor, I could almost hear them say.  I sucked in a deep breath and looked around uncomfortably, attempting to hold my head high.  I could play their game.  
I’m not his flavor.  I’m his Queen.
“Jillian Pryor?” The voice was familiar, although I knew I hadn’t heard it in a while.  It was surprised and quizzical.
A severely uncomfortable sensation spread over me upon hearing that voice.  I looked up to see a beautiful woman, average in height staring down at me with sharp eyes.  Her smile was feigned and painted on with expensive red gloss.  Her dark hair was pinned in a tight twist at the back of her head.  The diamonds that glittered around her tanned neck were bulky and gaudy.  
She stood with two other women, who appeared to be in their early forties.  Each of them were programmed to fake their smiles.  Seeing these women reminded me of my days in catholic high school, when I briefly tried to impress Nicole Balinski’s flock of sheep.
The uneasy discomfort continued to make my heart thrum in my chest.  I felt completely awkward as I sat alone at that round table.  I wished Elyse was here.  She would have dished out some commentary that would have made these elitist women cringe with shock.
“Mrs. Sloane, what an unexpected surprise,” I looked up and greeted with the same fake plastic smile.
“I could say the same thing,” She continued the facade and glanced between her two female friends.  She was pretending to be nice, but I knew what she was really meaning.
“So the rumors are true?  Or are you here as a nanny escort?” 
Seriously?
“I don’t know what rumors you are talking about, but why would a nanny escort this type of event?  I see no children.” I looked around briefly, then looked my former employer squarely in the eyes.
Her comment was meant to be an insult, but it was a bad one.  She sounded like an idiot.
“I see you’ve moved up in scale.”
“That is perhaps the most unintelligent thing I have heard in a long while.” I stared the woman down.  I’ve never been gifted with quick wit when it comes to confrontation, but truth is truth.
“You’re a little out of your league.  Don’t you think?” She finally addressed her point without dancing around the subject.  The last time she’d seen me, I was just a geeky college student, a Brooklyn nobody who was trying to make a dollar to pay her way through school.
Three smug smiles faced me.  My expression was dry.  Really?
“Who is out of her league?”
Mason’s voice tore all of us from the moment.  His inflection was commanding, and his gaze was turbulent as he glanced between the three women and me.  “I do hope you were not addressing that question toward my fiancee.”
He stood there, eyes blazing, holding a scotch in one hand and a glass of white wine in the other.  Smoothly, he walked around the table and fluidly set the drinks down.  The three women watched silently as he knelt over and kissed my cheek, and placed a hand possessively on my shoulder.  He looked at them pointedly.
“That was a rather rude question, don’t you think, Mrs. Sloane?”
My former employer pursed her lips into a thin red line.  I could see the heat flushing her face from embarrassment.  Her two companions shifted uncomfortably.
Oh, my Mason.
“You have never found me posing that question to either you or your husband regarding these events.” Mason gave them a reserved smile.  “Even though I am very well aware that you cannot afford ten thousand dollars a plate.  Have a pleasant evening.” He nodded to them in dismissal, as though they were nothing more than employees in his company.
Mrs. Sloane swallowed hard, overcome with humiliation.  Without a word, she left our table.  The ladies who accompanied her seemed less interested in being her friend after that.  They drifted apart and floated back to their husbands or dates.
I inhaled deeply and exhaled, feeling my nerves.  
“I’m sorry.  I should have known better than to leave you to the wolves at a place like this.  Are you alright?” His lips were lush against my cheek, and he handed me the crystal wine glass.
I took it gratefully and sipped.  “You will have to leave me sometimes.  You won’t always be around to babysit me, darling.”
He nodded, distractedly.  There was still a storm cloud around him.  I could see it in his eyes, in the knot of his jaw.  It has been a while since I saw that tense knot in his jaw.  His hands curled tightly around his scotch glass and he downed the contents in one swig.  Something was very wrong.  
He looked around the room as he set the empty scotch glass on the clothed table.  The expression on his face would easily cause discomfort to anybody who didn’t know him well.  
“Mason… what is it?” I asked.  I was extremely worried.
“We will not be staying for long,” he responded.
Jackson suddenly approached our table.  I was so focused on Mason’s unstable demeanor, that I didn’t even notice his cousin make his way over to us.  A tall, gorgeous woman with silky black hair and creamy skin was at his side.  She was most likely a model.  She wore a sleek black, floor-length gown and there was a dazzling diamond choker around her throat.  She smiled at Mason with interest.
“I just got the call from Piper,” Jackson said as he approached.  He nodded at me with a polite smile.
“Hello Jillian.  Congratulations on deciding to say yes to this boy here.”
“Thanks, Jackson.” I smiled tightly, and I looked to Mason with concern.
“Yes, she’s been ringing my phone, and Zara as well.”  Mason rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. 
I was beyond confused by this cryptic conversation.  I looked at Mason, and he seemed so far away at that moment.
“What happened?” I looked at Jackson, hoping to get more answers from him than I’d get from Mason at this point.
Jackson looked between the two of us and quirked an eyebrow at us.
“Mason’s father, my uncle, passed away last night.  It’s been on the BBC World News in the last hour.”
The model at Jackson’s side remained silent, as though she was programmed to just stand there and look pretty.
My mouth might have hit the table.  I looked at Mason, who still seemed distant and calloused.
“What happened?” I asked the question, looking between Jackson and Mason.  
Mason remained stoic, staring at his empty scotch glass.
“There was an accidental fire in my family’s London home.  Fortunately, my mother was away at a spa when it happened.  Nobody else has been hurt.” Mason responded with emphasis that lacked any emotion.
“It is believed that my uncle had been extremely drunk and then attempted a few smokes before he fell asleep.” Jackson explained.
“Enough.” Mason snapped.  He was beastly, and the model at Jackson’s side jumped.
“Get him home,” Jackson said to me.  There was authority in his voice as he looked at me.  “I’ll handle everyone’s questions and phone calls.”
I nodded and Jackson ushered his model friend away from our table.  Without a word, Mason walked with me as we exited the Met.  My mind was buzzing with thoughts and questions.  Was Mason’s father really dead?  Did Mason know about this when we started the day?
I bit my lower lip in the back of the town car and glanced at Mason.  He was neither grieving or rejoicing.  He remained masked in an emotionless state.  Completely numb.
“Mason?” I bit my lower lip as I curled into his body in the back of the car.
He said nothing immediately.  He was consumed by his thoughts.  How can I comfort him and be there for him?
I didn’t know what to do, so I rested my head against his chest and held him tightly.  He wrapped his strong arms around me in a somewhat suffocating embrace, and then raked a single hand through my tousled waves.  
“I’m sorry.” I breathed, still holding him tightly.  “I love you. So much.”
I listened to his breathing and his wild heart rate in his chest.  His fingers stilled in my hair.
“Why the fuck are you sorry?  You’ve done nothing.” Mason’s inflection was a growl.
“Still… he was your father-”
“He made my life a living hell, and my sister’s as well.  He’ll never hurt another being again.”
My breathing paused for a moment.  I lie against him, with my head on his chest for the remainder of the car ride.
“I’ll be taking a flight to Heathrow as soon as possible,” his words were empty as we entered the foyer of his penthouse.  I watched him set his keys and watch down on the glass table.  He spoke to me as though I was nothing more than an office assistant.
“Do you want me to go with you?” I asked.  I should go to support him and be there for him.
“No.” That single word stabbed me in the chest.
“But I’m going to be your wife-”
“You’ll go to spend some time with your family in Ohio while I am in London.” He inhaled and exhaled deeply.
Why?  I was so confused.  I remained silent.  It really hurt that he wanted to keep me away during a time like this.
“Jillian, look at me.” Mason finally spoke, breaking the silence between us.  
He took my chin gently between his thumb and forefinger, and tilted my gaze up to meet his.
“Everything I do is to protect you.  You are my everything, and I will do whatever is necessary to keep you safe.  I am sending you to Ohio for a nice little visit while I deal with the funeral arrangements, my family, and business matters.  I will not bring you into that snake pit just yet.”
I licked my lips as I listened to everything he said to me.
“... And when things are settled in England, I will bring you over there to visit.  We’ll buy a house over there if you like.  Hell, I’ll fly your whole family over there and we will have a wedding there if that is what your heart really desires.  For now, let me get things squared away.”
I could only nod my head quietly for the first few seconds.  I waited to hear if he had anything more to say.  When he said nothing more, I spoke in a hoarse whisper.
“This is not about me and what my heart desires.  I just want you, Mason.”
He pulled me into an all-consuming embrace, and held me like this for a very long time.
“I love you.  So fucking much.” His voice was ragged and conflicted.
“And I love you, my Mason.”
He might have smiled slightly as I said this, but I don’t know because I was pressed so tightly against his hard body while he held me.



Chapter 26
 
Mason
 
 
 
My mind was haunted by flashbacks of the last phone conversation I had with my father.  He interrupted the date night I had planned with Jillian, enraged because he’d heard rumors of our engagement.  
“You will reconsider this preposterous situation.” My father had said into the phone.  “I may or may not have to send someone over to pay your girlfriend a visit.” 
I was shaking as I gripped the phone in my hand.  He was making suggestive threats, more powerful this time.
“I have a network of connections all along the Eastern Seaboard, son.  From Maine down to Washington D.C.  Don’t you dare forget that.  I’m not going to allow a penniless tramp to destroy the legacy our family worked so hard to build!”
I knew what he was saying.  It was spoken to me loud and clear.  How foolish I had been to believe that my father would simply disown me and allow me to carry on with my life.
Rage boiled within me.  He had threatened to have Jillian killed.  He threatened to steal my love, my light.  Now his death is all over BBC World News, and the front page section of the New York Times.  The papers painted him as a philanthropic saint who was taken too soon in a terrible, accidental fire.
Yet, I know better.  I regret nothing.  I will fucking do what is required to keep my Jilly Bean safe.  I will take her to Ohio, allow her time for a nice visit with her family and let her mother and aunt help her with wedding plans, while I deal with the sharks. 
I held Jillian, reveling in the way her body fit within my embrace.  Her sigh disrupted my turbulent thoughts.  I knew that deep down, she sometimes wondered what kind of future we had together, if she would ever fit in with my world.  Tipping her chin upwards, I met her gaze with my own.  “Gorgeous girl,” I whispered.  “You are my future.  You are my world.”
I fucking did what was necessary.
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“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 for them 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




Chapter 1
 
Mason
 
 
 
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.  I insisted she stay with her family while I was away so she’d be safe. It was only eight in the evening in Ohio, 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 felt 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 ring.  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 as well.
Once we were all gathered, the lawyer got right 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 glamorous 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 transitions 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.  
It 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 ballroom, 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 nowhere 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

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 Mr. & Mrs. Meadows.  Did you realize that Aislinn is graduating Oxford this Spring?” This is my mother’s not-so-subtle attempt at casual talk and matchmaking.  
“Brilliant.  Good for 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 will 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…



Chapter 2
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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, 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 buildup 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.  He lost his  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, but 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’ blue Nissan pulled in the drive 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.



Chapter 3
 
Jillian
 
 
 
“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.  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.  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.  
“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.
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 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 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 you.”  
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 a 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 smothered by 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 staggered 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 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’ve 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 inside me.  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.



Chapter 4
 
Mason
 
 
 
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’ 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 sweatpants 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, 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 living room.  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.”



Chapter 5
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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 happy to have me back to work at her practice. I was on my way up to the penthouse after finishing my first day of work in over a month.
“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 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.
Me:  Where are you taking me?
Mason:  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 fiancé 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.  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 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 surprises Mason had in store.  
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.  I was 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.
“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.  We were immediately seated at the same table as  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 could not 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 Garden 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 restaurants 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 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, but decided to wait and see what else he had planned for tonight.
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.  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 was leaving handprints that would still be 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 you, 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…



Chapter 6
 
Jillian
 
 
 
“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 life 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 who my fiancé.  Everyone in Manhattan knew who Mason Woodward was.
“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 to 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.  It was all over the tabloids. 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.  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 forbidden 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.  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.



Chapter 7
 
Mason
 
 
 
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, 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 in London from my office 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’ll you have, mister?”
We ordered drinks and appetizers and I wrapped my arm around Jillian’s shoulder as we sat in the cozy 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 had 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 so 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 fiancée 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.

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 spilled all over his fingers.
“Oh, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t see your hand.” 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...



Chapter 8
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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 a 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.  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 volunteer 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 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 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 another word.  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 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.  The support and finances are not the same as they used to be.  We ran so many fundraisers before you started back with us, but I can’t support these animals anymore.  I can’t even afford enough staff for it to run efficiently.”
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. I assumed it would be 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 applied to adopt Gemma.  How was he able to keep this secret from me for the last three days?
“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 didn’t want to 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.

Me: Yes, sir.




Chapter 9
 
Mason
 
 
 
“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 an 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 level 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 fitted 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 guessed I did.”  
I raked a hand over my face. “You just 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 remained leaning against the wall, 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.  They 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 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 knew 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, he left behind unpaid  debts. I am left with no other choice.”  Mr. Wei spoke calmly, but there was an 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 the 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 braced 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 mental?”
Wei only chuckled. “That is not all.”
“Of course it’s not,” my tone was dry and absent of any patience.
He gestured again towards 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.”
Bloody hell.  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 fiancée 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 fiancée-”
“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 and 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 fiancée.  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 fiancée 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.



Chapter 10
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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 hard working 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 the 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 to see 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 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 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 continues to soothe me, and I couldn’t help but wonder…
“Do you ever hold back from me?” 
He inclined his head curiously. His brows knit together as he tried to determine why I asked such a question. “I haven’t held back from you in a long time, love.”
“You obviously have a fetish for bondage, and discipline. Do you ever have the desire to…” I chewed on my lower lip as I considered my wording.
“... to hit you?” Mason’s voice was deep, and his body tensed as he finished my question.
“Yes. Do you ever want to hit me using more than your hand?”
The air around him suddenly felt cold as he remained quiet for a long time.
“Never.” His voice was low and icy, but his gesture contrasted the stoic drop in his tone. He took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and caressed my jawbone with such love. “I know how it feels to receive ten lashings with a man’s belt.  I’ve never desired to use anything other than my hand on your gorgeous arse. Never. That, my dear, brings me no pleasure.”
I knew he was referring to the beatings he’d received from his father while growing up and a part of me was sorry I ever asked the question.
“I never wish to hurt you. You’re my everything.”
I ran my fingers and lips along his skin, feeling the warmth radiating from his chest, savoring the faded scent of his signature cologne. He closed his eyes as he drew my body closely against his.
“Have you ever been tied up before?” I finally asked the second question which had been eating at my curiosity.
Silence.
He gently pulled away, and looked at me warily. “No.” 
“Really?” I sat up slightly and positioned my weight on my elbows as I looked into his eyes.
“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’s always been.” His accent was so rich as he became more adamant about his point, emphasizing his need for control.
“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 laid 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 do anything 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 about it.”
“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, but 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 and 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 same time that I started working for Piper. He 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. 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 sent Mason a text message.
Me: 
Play with me.  

Mason:
I’ll play with you, then I’ll fuck you my way.  

I bit down on my lower lip as I typed my response,
Me:    Meet me on West 87th.  Tonight.

Mason:  You’re the one giving instructions now?

The smirk was on my lips before I could think of a good response,
Me:  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 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’ll remind you of that tonight.

We’ll see about that, I thought quietly to myself.  I sucked on my lower lip, hiding the smirk on my face.  I pocketed my phone as I returned to the office.  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 already 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 dressed 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 up towards 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 are 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, 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, so I 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 it,” 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.”



Chapter 11
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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 dusk 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 neighborhood?  
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 usual route to the bookstore.  But I thought it was best to stay on a busy street where there was more people around.  When I took another quick glance, to my horror, the vehicle had 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 even more.  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 ran into 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 part 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 enemies 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 passed 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 damp strands of hair away.
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 town car parked down the road.  I don’t normally see those kind of cars in that part of town, so it stuck out to me.  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 awhile, 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.”



Chapter 12
 
Mason
 
 
 
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 even 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 by 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 sweatpants 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 the 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.



Chapter 13
 
Jillian
 
 
 
He kept his grasp firmly on my hand as he led me into the shower.  The steam on our skin felt so good.  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 his 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 and 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, but 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 could 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 with 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 even notice I was there.  I knew that something was very 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.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 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 just ship 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 fiancé 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 am your fiancée.  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 tears 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. 
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 repetitive loop.  The only piece of real information I had was the name Wei.  Who was this guy and why did he have Mason 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 with Mason’s father.  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 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 for sure,  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.



Chapter 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.  The only reason I bought it in the first place was for Jillian.  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 there, 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 and they will leave us in peace.”  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 off.  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 are 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 while I’m away.  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.  This 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 voicemail.
“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 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.’  I inherited all of his outstanding debts with 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 there myself 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.



Chapter 15
 
Jillian
 
 
 
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 driveway.
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 ominous and unspoken.  His dark blond hair was scruffy 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 to try and 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 reduced.  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, so 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 anywhere 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 was a side of Ian I’ve not seen before.  From what I had glimpsed 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.



Chapter 16
 
Mason
 
 
 
“It’s done.  As always, I was right.” Ian’s voice was direct on the line as I descended the plane at 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 for her, she won’t talk.”
“This is my fiancée 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 at her aunt and uncle’s house later that evening.  They had just finished dinner and were clearing the table when I walked in 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, 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 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.
“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 has a hotel room 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 J.A. Woodward and Company to Wei.  I also told her it was very likely that I would have to give up my hotel in Las Vegas, until I ran into Jackson in London.  Fortunately, during the car ride to the Heathrow airport, Jackson stated that he would purchase my Vegas hotel. He would keep it maintained until I was financially prepared to buy it back 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 a disruption 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.  When I learned of 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, but 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 something else,” 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.
“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 and 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 her 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.  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, so 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.  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 the 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 in Ohio, so I flipped through a few channels until I found a breaking news strip at the bottom of a national 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 officers 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 businessman, 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 inside the same warehouse, along with ten thousand pounds of heroin and two firearms.  Officials are still investigating possible suspects, as well as who made the 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.”



Chapter 17
 
Jillian
 
 
 
April
 
My nerves were in a jumble 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 knee-length bridesmaid dress in buttercup yellow.  “You look beautiful,” she said this softly as she fastened a classic string of 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’d already given 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 into 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 my 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 your makeup to get ruined.  It’s just that it was only yesterday when 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’s 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 in place.
“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, how 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 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 the phone into her cream colored clutch.
“It’s show time,” Elyse prompted with a grin.  She handed Zara her bouquet.
“Are you ready?” She asked 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 nervousness 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.  The structure is small, complete with brightly stained-glass windows on either side of the chapel. The setting was perfect for our wedding.  The music from the cathedral grew louder, and so did the roaring within my chest.  
“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 of 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 his black tuxedo, as though he’d just stepped off a photo shoot.  And the way he’s looking at me. Jackson stood by his side, but I could only focus on my Mason. All of my nerves faded as I fixated on only him as he stood front and center, waiting for me. The smile on his face was complete love and adoration. 
Travis placed my hands within Mason’s. He gripped my fingers affectionately and he looked down at me with a sparkle in his light brown eyes.



Chapter 18
 
Mason
 
 
 
Good God. The sight of this woman took my breath away. I watched her walk down the aisle, arm-in-arm with her brother, my best 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. Her tits look fucking amazing in that gown.
 If there was ever a moment of doubt, if there was ever a moment when I wondered if I was making the right choice in committing my life to a woman... it was washed away that very second.  I love this woman more than words can ever describe. My Jilly Bean. She’s had more patience than I can endeavor to deserve. 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, dancing like a maniac in her small Brooklyn living room because she thought nobody was watching.  I let out a small chuckle as I remember the startled reaction she had on her face when she realized I’d been watching her 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 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 beside Jackson.  After that, I could only focus on my bride, and follow the motions set forth by the minister.
“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the union of Mason Alexander Woodward with Jillian Katherine Pryor…” The minister began the ceremony, but I couldn’t take my focus off this woman who agreed to put up with my bullshit for the rest of her life.  She glanced up at me with a glaze in her dark eyes and a smile on her lips.  Her small fingers squeezed my hands as she let out a soft exhale.
“Now, Mason, if you’ll repeat after me.” The minister continued, and I followed behind, tearing my eyes away from her long enough to grab the small paper that was tucked into the pocket of my tux.
“I, Mason Alexander Woodward, take you, Jillian Katherine Pryor, to have and to hold, for better and for worse, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish unconditionally, for the rest of my days”  
Her lower lip trembled as I repeated the vows and the smile on her face lit up her eyes.  Jillian followed with the repeated vows and then the minister prompted the personal vows we intended to say to one another.  Recited vows were a part of wedding tradition, but there was more I needed to say. So much more.
There was intense silence as the paper in my hands unfolded, seemingly in slow motion. Never in my life had I ever been so forthcoming in public and I was about to break one of my most ardent rules.
“My dearest Jilly Bean,” I began.
She smiled and rolled her eyes at the old nickname.
“Throughout my life, I never knew what it meant to love and be loved, until I came to really know you.  You gave me the love and patience I never deserved.  I will never merit such love, but I will work everyday of my life to try to earn it.  You’ve become my dearest friend and my soulmate.  You have filled my heart with so much joy.  You, Jillian, have given me reason to want to live a better life and to work for better.  You’re proof that there’s more to this world than bitterness and deceit.  You continue to show me every day through your patience, guidance, and love that yes happiness and love actually exist in this world. You’re fearless and make my life better in more ways than I can ever describe.  I only hope that I can fulfill your life as much as you’ve fulfilled mine.  You make me want to be a better person, and I vow I will do right by you.  I will honor you and love you for all of my days.”
I glanced up from the paper as I finished the last sentence.  She wiped at several tears, which began rolling down her face.  Elyse handed her a tissue.  I admired the way the sunlight filtered through the stained glass windows, casting a radiant glow on her as she quietly pulled out the vows she had written.
“Mason,” she began with a deep breath, “It’s no secret I’ve had a crush on you since I was a teenager.  But that crush turned into love as we developed a relationship.  We’ve had our ups and downs, but on our journey together we learned how to confide in each other.  We’ve developed a love and level of trust that can’t be broken, and that bond only grows with each passing day.  You went from being that guy I admired as a teenager, to a man who confides in me when he needs someone to talk to.  You’ve become the love of my life.  I can’t wait to begin the next adventure in our lives together.  I promise I’ll continue to cherish you and love you, even when you frustrate me to no end.”
She smiled as she looked up with glassy eyes and then returned her focus to the paper.  She blinked back a few tears and then folded the paper. “I just love you so much, and I’ve pinched myself several times this morning to make sure it’s not just a dream.”
I couldn’t help but grin.  
The rings were exchanged.  When I slid the platinum ring onto her finger, I didn’t feel the steel ball and chain I always assumed I’d feel on my wedding day.  I only anticipated the future.  Jillian was radiant as she slid the wedding band onto my finger and she brushed a few more tears away.  
“You may now kiss the bride.”  
I nearly pounced on her and caught her slightly off-guard when I wrapped my arms around her and dipped her in a gentle manner.  We kissed sensually, but it took everything in me not devour those perfect, pouty lips in front of the entire church.
“Tonight,” I whispered the promise, just before I straightened her.  Her entire face was pink and she was beaming from ear to ear.  She heard that dark promise.  Yes, my darling. Tonight.
 
****
 
The lavender scent of her skin greeted me as I kissed her softly in front of the guests who watched us on the middle of the dance floor.  The soft white lights of the Central Park Boathouse glittered across the water, which provided the perfect backdrop to the reception my wife wanted.  As for me, the only thing I could think about were the sinful thoughts I had for her, plans for our first night as husband and wife.
Iris by the Goo Goo Dolls played as our song.  Jillian picked it out, claiming the lyrics were perfect for us, and I went along with it.  I always loathed dances, but with her, it felt so natural.  The sweetness of her perfume and the lavender filled my senses, but did nothing to distract me from the depraved plans I had for our wedding night.  
She burst out laughing when I dipped her and her giggles muffled when our lips met.  As she straightened against my body, I whispered into her ear.
“I can’t stop thinking about how I need to bend you over, fuck you good and deep.”
She let out a short breath as her skin flushed. 
“You’re my wife now.  It’s only right I take you the proper way,” my growl was in her ear, even as other couples joined us on the dance floor. “I’ll behave until the limo takes us away, but then you’re mine.”
She looked up at me.  There was a wild expression in her dark eyes, filled with lust and love mixed into one.  “I’m already yours.  Do with me as you please.”
There was an applause as our song ended, and it broke the delicious, crackling moment between us.  I kissed her forehead and led her back to our table.
As dinner was about to be served, Travis stood, appearing to be completely at ease.  The idea of speaking in front of a room full of people didn’t seem to affect him in the slightest. 
“Settle down, kids.  I’d like to make a toast,” he announced as our guests returned to their seats and a hush fell over the room.  I braced myself for whatever embarrassing thing he had to say, and Jillian squeezed my hand, as though she was preparing herself for the same thing.
He held the microphone with ease as he spoke. “I’m Travis, Jillian’s brother.  Some of you know me, some of you don’t.” He paused for a moment as he collected his thoughts.
“I met Mason when we were in high school.” He turned to me as he held the microphone. “You were in the States for what, three days?”
“I met you on the third day and I thought you were a wanker,” I responded.
Laughter filled the room as Travis grinned.
“And I won’t repeat what I thought of you, man.”
Another round of laughter erupted.
“Mason and I have been friends for a long time, and for those of you who don’t know Jill very well yet, we lost our dad when she was very small.” There was another pause of silence before he spoke again. “I remember the night before our dad died.  He asked me to make him a promise.  He made me promise that no matter what happened, I would take care of my sister, Jillian.  And I held onto that promise to the best of my ability.  And now, I’m passing that promise to you.”  Travis looked at me directly.  Without looking at Jillian, I already knew more tears were trickling down her face. She couldn't help it.  It pulled at my chest, because I don’t deserve this woman.
“I couldn’t ask for a better person to fulfill that promise.  You’re one of my closest friends.  You’ve married my sister, and I know she’ll also take good care of you.  That’s all I have to say in public.” He gave a lopsided grin.
The audience fawned over his speech as they clapped, although I don’t think he paid them any attention as he handed the microphone to Elyse.
The poor girl looked positively white in the face as she took the microphone with a trembling hand.
She cleared her throat.
“Hi everyone.  I’m Elyse.  Jillian’s best friend.” She swallowed hard and gripped the microphone fiercely.  “Um, I haven’t known J as long as Mason’s known Travis, but I can honestly tell you she is like a sister to me.  You’ll never meet anyone kinder, sweeter and more forgiving than Jill.” She smiled stiffly as she tried to keep her focus on Jillian, rather than all the eyes that watched her.
I glanced at my cousin, Jackson, as he stared at her with an intense gaze.
Elyse cleared her throat again, indicating her nerves in front of the crowd  “At first, Jillian asked me to sing for all of you tonight, but we don’t want that.”
There was an awkward silence in the room, and Jackson arched a single eyebrow in her direction.  I knew that expression all too well.
“I guess the point I am trying to make is that J sees the best in everyone. There’s a light about her that’s honest, even if it’s sometimes too optimistic.” She smiled as she looked from me to Jillian. “And I’m so glad you found the perfect soulmate to begin a new chapter of your life with.  I propose a toast to Mason and Jillian.  May your life be filled with happiness, and your troubles be little ones.”
Bloody hell, no to that last part.
“To Mason and Jillian,” she toasted.
The audience chuckled as they clinked their flutes. Elyse plopped into her seat rapidly as she exhaled deeply.  Jackson kept his watch on her, and she deliberately avoided his eyes as she handed the microphone to a passing waiter.
“That was good,” Travis complimented Elyse.  She turned to him, still white in the face.
“Thanks.  I’m the world’s worst public speaker,” she laughed as she downed the entire contents of her champagne flute.
Jillian leaned over and kissed her friend’s cheek. “I love you, Ly.”
“Love you too, J.”
 
****
 
As the reception neared the end, I nearly yanked her into my waiting silver Benz.  My new wife couldn’t begin to comprehend the sordid, wicked plans I had for her on our wedding night.  I practiced patience as she waved to our family and friends, but once the limo was on the road, I pulled her into my lap.
Our lips met and I savored the soft fullness of her mouth.  She remained ensnared in my arms all the way to the penthouse.  The thought of undressing her was the only reason I could tear my mouth from hers when the limo pulled to a stop in front of my hotel.  I had a surprise destination planned for our honeymoon, but tonight I intended take her as my wife in every fucking way imaginable in front of the full-length mirror.  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 knew how much Jillian’s wedding gown meant to her, and I would never destroy my wife’s wedding dress. 
“You’re so gorgeous.” The heat radiated from her skin as I spoke these words softly against her ear. “As you walked down the aisle in the church, I couldn’t keep the sinful thoughts away.”
“What were you thinking?” She breathed as I pulled her against my front.  My arms embraced her from behind and we stared at our reflection in front of the mirror. 
My nose grazed the back of her ear and she leaned against my chest. “I thought, ‘my God. She’s mine.’ I couldn’t help but notice how fucking perfect your tits look in this dress.” 
The flame crept up her porcelain skin, from her chest to her cheeks as I whispered. “Most of all, I couldn’t wait to be balls-deep inside your pussy.” I pulled her lips to mine and ravenously took her mouth.  The love and the lust was in her kiss, in every stroke of her tongue against mine.  I couldn’t hold back any longer.
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.  A soft gasp escaped 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 wanted savor every moment of this, and I knew my wife did, too.  I finally peeled the dress away from her body and gently rested it on the nearby armchair.  She stood in an ivory, lace bustier, complete with a matching thong.
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 breathing grew heavier with whimpers of pleasure.  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 anyone had predicted two years ago 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 until Jillian tore down my walls.  I grew up believing 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.



Chapter 19
 
Mason
 
 
 
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 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!”
She jumped and then laughed when I smacked her ass as I walked by, and then pulled her into the shower.
“We’re going to be late.” She laughed as I ran my mouth down the nape of her neck in the steam and water.
“They can wait.” 
After the shower, which lasted longer than it should’ve,  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 already knew what I was about to say.  Except for Jillian, this was a surprise for her.
“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. “Jillian, for the last several months, you have stood by me, even when it was difficult for you to do so.  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 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 one of those red double-decker buses?”
“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 breath catch 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 at 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 had 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 in London,” 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.  I 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.”



Chapter 20
 
Jillian
 
 
 
One year later…
 
The digital clock on the nightstand read 12:08 am. I didn’t plan to fall asleep while waiting for him to come home. I wore one of Mason’s black t-shirts, and it was the only thing that covered the top half of my body. His side of the bed remained untouched, and I sat up quickly when I realized the penthouse was too quiet.  Mason never came home from the office.  Worried, I searched for my cell phone and realized I left it in the other room.
Quietly, my barefeet padded down the hall. These walls were once stark and bare, devoid of anything but expensive paintings. The rooms have now become alive with our memories. Photographs from our wedding were displayed in every room. Our loved ones and precious times continued to build upon these walls. 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 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 our daughter, 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 sleeping with her head on Mason’s foot.
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 laughed 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 your side of the bed was untouched,” 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 you needed rest.”
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 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 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 considered my offer 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 living room 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 emptied 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, 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 the Bossman 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 at 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 idea.” My brother seemed to be enjoying this.
My husband’s face contorted into one of worry at the thought of our daughter someday dating. “As long as she doesn’t meet a bloke who’s anything like me…” 
“Travis, stop teasing.” 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-
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