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SymLink

A symbolic link, or
SymLink is a file system feature

that can be used to
create a link to an existing object.


Prologue

 


He took a deep breath
and walked towards her slowly. “I don’t know what else to say.” He
looked at the floor. He felt defeated, exhausted. Looking back up,
her eyes caught him, one more time. He paused to stare into them,
lose himself in their depth one more blessed time. “It’s killing me
that this moment is my last look at you, the last time I’ll see
your face.” He paused, lingering for just one minute more, to brush
his hand against her cheek.

 


Her tears were
running down her face unabated and she tried to hush her sobbing.
She’d fucked up and she had to face the consequences. There wasn’t
anything she could say and yet another apology seemed pointless,
but it was all she had left. The love she knew she so desperately
needed was falling apart, too late to save now but she had to
try.

“What happened to ‘we
stay, and we help’? Please... please help me find a way to make you
stay. I want to work this out,” she said, shakily. “I don’t get to
walk away from the memories either, you know... your sweet good
mornings, your kindness, your hugs and forehead kisses, your
stuffie self. You’re taking that all away.” She couldn’t keep the
sobs from interrupting her words.

“Well, Mason, I can’t
stay,” he said angrily, “Not now. But who the fuck said I won’t
help?”

She flinched hard,
confused, speechless, tears filled her eyes. She wanted to
say…something…but she couldn’t think.

He had no fight left,
no more anger. He felt fully broken and empty. He held her gaze a
few more moments; those deep blue eyes, now silver grey in her
tears, her long, soft, auburn hair, her perfect lips that had met
his thousand kisses…he almost fell to his knees, but the words were
out. He couldn’t take them back and he couldn’t see any way
forward. He turned away and walked to the front door.

She watched him cross
the room, about to leave her life. All she had left was a hoarse
whisper. “Cole…I’m sor...”

“Don’t…” he said,
without looking back. “What you’re about to say. Just fucking
don’t. I’m…I’m fine.” He dropped his house key on the table next to
the door and left.


CHAPTER 1



Every day it seemed
as if life might go forward but eventually there would come the
nights, replete with all of Mason's old demons that relentlessly
dragged her back down into the living hell that was her life
without Cole. The only thing that was keeping her alive some days
was that, if she offed herself, she would have no one to beat up
and no one to blame for Cole being gone and beating herself up had
become part of her daily routine.

She could only find a
decent sleep on the couch. The first night she'd spent with Cole,
they'd slept there. They had shared beautiful moments of passion
and fallen in love there but sleeping there too much made her back
hurt, almost as much as her shattered heart.

A few weeks after he
left, she lay in bed, watching the clock on yet another sleepless
night. The inability to sleep was nearly driving her mad. She’d
gone back to work off and on during the day, but the nights in this
house that no longer felt like home, remained lonely and tortured.
She was still running everything that had happened on that last day
through her mind and every look of pain on Cole's face imprinted on
her memory would not budge. Tonight, desperate for some kind of
solution, she decided to mindlessly watch the minutes tick past on
her phone until she fell asleep. She knew time should heal the hurt
and she just wanted it to pass.

At three am she was
awakened by her friendship lamp flashing. She wasn’t completely
sure, but she was finally exhausted, and she knew she’d never get
any sleep if it kept up. The other one must be on somehow.
She got out of bed and sleepily walked back the hall to the office.
She remembered he’d put his lamp in there before he went back to
London. He had the sweet idea that, once he returned, they could
use them like an intercom to summon whoever was working in the
office. She figured it was probably sitting up against
something.

When she walked in,
it saddened her to see his desk was completely empty. The network
equipment was gone, no wires, no laptop. He'd even dusted before
he'd left that morning. She just shook her head and gently rubbed
her eyes. There was just a small device with an Ethernet plug on
each side, sitting on the corner. She picked it up and carefully
put it in the drawer. He must have left it. Tears fell once
again as she remembered how excited he was to be setting up his
office before he left. She got a tissue and wiped her eyes, trying
to suppress the endless guilt she felt about the way things fell
apart. She blinked hard and looked around the room for the lamp.
She checked the overhead cabinet and the file drawers, but it
wasn't to be found. She eventually realized it was gone. Shaking
her head, she was determined not to believe that he'd taken it. She
looked through the dungeon, bathrooms, then finally the guest room.
Walking in there nauseated her. She looked around and didn't see it
and she allowed herself the slightest idea that he’d actually taken
it.

She quickly went back
to the bedroom and sent him a text.



-It’s 3AM-



She waited a few
minutes but came back. Maybe it was just a fluke. Maybe I just
imagined it. Fuck. I gotta get some sleep. Even the idea that
he might have deliberately touched it to say he missed her seemed
pointless. There was no way he even wasted a thought on her after
what she’d done.

She went back to
struggling for sleep. Since he’d left, she couldn’t close her eyes
even for a moment unless she was exhausted. Trying to do so, even
just for some relaxing meditation, only provided her tortured mind
a big screen to run back all the bittersweet memories of Cole and
everything she missed about him, his beautiful wavy hair, his
two-day beard, his easy smile that went all the way up to his eyes
and his full lips that had kissed every part of her, and which her
body craved every night. She deeply missed his cheerful good
mornings, his encouraging words, and his tender affirmations,
whispered gently in her ear after a long day as he rubbed her
shoulders or simply held her close. After the replay, the tears
would start, just as painful and abundant as the morning she’d
watched him walk out. That day had been a living nightmare...

###

Mason hadn’t bothered
with work. Eight o’clock had come and gone and she still couldn’t
stop herself from crying any more than she could a few hours before
when Cole closed the door behind him. She wanted to call Jay but
couldn’t bear to tell him how stupid she’d been. All she could do
was sit on the couch and weep uncontrollably until she fell asleep
for a few minutes at a time. It was ten o’clock when her doorbell
rang. She slowly got up and walked to the window to look outside.
There in the easement was Jay’s car. Guess it was gonna happen
anyway.

“Mason, honey, what
the fuck is going on? Are you Ok?” Jay asked sternly, as he came
through the door.

“Jay,” she said
quietly, “I don’t know if I can talk about it.”

He looked at her,
taking in her shockingly poor physical state. Her hair was badly
mussed and tangled. She reeked of wine, sweat, and sex. When was
the last time she bathed? There were faint bruises on her
wrists and what looked like bite marks on her neck and what he
could see of her chest. He’d never seen her in a condition this
bad. She looked scared and completely lost. Her eyes and face were
puffy and crimson red. His look softened as he took off his jacket
and hung it on the coat tree. He was rolling up his sleeves when he
noticed two house keys laying on the table next to the door. This
looked like a bad omen, and he took a nervous breath. “Come here,
girl,” he said softly, holding out his arms to her.

As Mason hugged him,
she began to sob once again though she didn’t think she had any
tears left. Christ, will this ever STOP? She couldn’t speak
and her whole body ached badly from crying. She just put her arms
tightly around the big man and rested in his fatherly embrace.
“Jay…I…” she started.

“Shhhh, Mason,
honey,” he said, stroking her hair. He stepped back looking at her
once again. He tipped her tear-streaked face up to meet his gaze.
He knew something had tragically gone wrong with her and
emotionally, she wasn’t alright. “I’m calling Philip to come over.
We’re going to make you some breakfast, well brunch now,” he said
looking at his watch, “get a little coffee and talk, Ok?”

“Jay, I don’t know,”
she started.

“Don’t know what?” He
asked.

Suddenly the thought
of having her found parents in the house seemed deeply comforting.
She was almost afraid now of being alone. “Nothing. That, uh…that
actually sounds good,” she said, trying to wipe her eyes on her
robe sleeves.

“Mason, here’s what I
want you to do,” Jay said gently, taking her hand. He walked her to
the master bedroom and looked around the room. The sheets and duvet
were strewn about the floor. The carnal scents were still hanging
in the air. He sighed and turned the light on. He went to the
dresser and opened a drawer, looking back at her. She stood at the
doorway as if some invisible barrier were keeping her out and just
stared blankly at him. If he hurt her… Jay pulled a
sweatsuit out of the dresser, underwear, and a bra from the
lingerie drawer. He walked back to her and held them out.
“Sweetheart, I want you to take a shower. Do you want help washing
your hair?” She shook her head. “Alright, change your clothes and
leave everything in the bathroom. Ok?” He waited a moment for her
to look up into his eyes. The pain he saw there seared through his
soul. She may not have been his natural daughter, but she was the
closest he’d ever have, and he was fiercely protective of her. He
tried to stem the anger simmering deep inside him until he had a
good chance to talk to her, but he silently swore that if Cole had
hurt her, he’d personally make him pay dearly for every mark on
her. Jay was generally a peaceful man, but he knew he had a blind
spot when it came to Mason, and he was very comfortable with
it.

“Ok.” She sniffled
and headed for the shower.

Jay called Philip and
asked him to come to the house. He then proceeded to gather up the
bedclothes and get them in the washer. He called the office and let
Ben know that Mason was fine, he wasn’t coming back today, and she
wouldn’t be in either.

When Philip walked
into the house, he immediately headed to the kitchen and hugged his
husband. “Jay, honey,” he said, sniffing the air, “God, it smells
like a saloon in here. What happened? Is she Ok?”

“I don’t really know,
babe. She's a mess, physically and emotionally. I’m a little scared
for her,” he said softly. “We’re just going to start with
breakfast. I’ve got coffee on.”

Philip looked around
at the living room. “Jesus. What happened here?” Mason’s SIG was
unclipped on the coffee table. He put the gun, clip, and the single
bullet in her office. He considered taking the gun with him, but he
figured she’d clearly had enough time to decide she wasn’t going to
unalive herself and it gave him shivers to think about how long
she’d been alone in this state of mind. He continued to tidy up the
living room and clear the breakfast table, then he headed to the
kitchen. He was rolling all the scenarios around in his mind as he
pulled out eggs, sausage, and potato cakes. There were more
groceries in her refrigerator than he’d seen in a while. They were
decent quality items as well. “I guess Cole was really hooking up
the meals,” he said. “Where is he anyway?”

Jay looked at him
carefully, trying to gather his thoughts. “I’m not sure but he’s
been here.” He gestured towards the front door. “Key’s on the table
by the door.”

Philip looked at him
gravely. “That doesn’t bode well.”

“I know,” Jay said
quietly. “I don’t want to make any quick judgments but she’s kinda
banged up…” Jay trailed off as he looked at Philip.

“Jay, I swear, if he
hurt her…”

“I’m with you but I
just keep thinking we don’t know anything for sure. Some things
I’ve seen bother me but maybe it was all…consented,” Jay said, not
really believing the words he was saying.

Philip kept working
on breakfast. He was trying to remember this was Mason’s life.
Whatever happened, it was up to her to decide how to handle it but,
like his husband, he would draw the line at abuse. Then he’d have
to step in.


CHAPTER 2

 


Cole hadn’t slept
much in what seemed to him like months but really it had only been
a few weeks. He knew leaving her would be bad, but he never thought
it would be this miserable. He’d figured that by now, the tender
memories of her warm, smooth skin next to his, her breath on his
back when she held him in the night, and the images of her bright
smile, easy laugh, and her sparkling blue eyes wouldn’t be still so
vivid but nothing was fading like it should. Some days he
desperately needed her encouraging words and thoughtful niceties
that always mitigated his self-negligence. The only reason he tried
to sleep was…perchance to dream but waking from those dreams, he
could swear he still felt her softness under his fingertips, and he
was sure he smelled the faint scent of lavender and coconut. Once
the sensations faded and he realised she wasn't there, he’d turn on
his back and run his hand through his hair. He’d clench his teeth
against the impending sorrow and try unsuccessfully to start the
morning without missing her. He tried. He tried to hold on to the
hurt. He tried to think of anything else, but it seemed that every
morning, whether he slept or not, the first thing on his mind was
Mason. His first thoughts were always of how comforting she
was…right before he remembered she was gone and every morning it
was as if his soul completely emptied, and his mind went numb in
defense against the sadness of her absence in his life.

Wiping the tears from
his eyes, this morning he tried to focus on the clock. 0800. He
looked at his friendship lamp right next to it. He knew he
shouldn’t…but he had to touch it. He’d said he would…when he was
thinking about her and right now, he could think of barely anything
else. He didn’t even wait to see if she would respond and
anyway…what would I do if she did?

He got out of bed and
busied himself getting ready for work. For as much as he hated
going to an office, he didn’t want to work in his flat either. He
showered and tried to focus on his day. Even something as simple as
getting dressed felt difficult. His body ached from the stress of
missing her and the crying that he still hadn’t been able to abate.
He grabbed his laptop and headed for the door when he heard his
phone buzz. He looked.



-It’s 3AM-



He took a slow blink.
Yeah. I’m lonely, m’love. He grabbed his keys and headed out
to work.

As he walked into his
cube and hooked up his laptop, he felt grateful for the change of
venue. The white noise from the office printers and murmur of the
various quiet conversations kept his mind distracted enough.
Closing his eyes even to think could let his heart drag his mind
back to the morning he left…

###

Cole didn't weep. For
the entire flight, he just went numb. Everything fell apart in
twenty-four hours and now he was headed back to the last place he'd
called home. He didn't think about anything but getting back to
Shaun. It's what he'd promised. “If anything happens, I'll get on
the first flight to London and find you.” It was 1900 when he
landed. He wanted to go to the flat, but he knew there was nothing
good about being alone right now. Given the mood he was in, he
thought he might not survive so to the pub it was. Shaun will
probably be there anyway.

He walked into
Draper’s, his old haunt. He looked around and was surprised Shaun
wasn’t there. He handed his credit card to the barkeep.

“Josh, whisky, leave
the bottle,” he said, pointing to a table in the back. He sat down
and texted Shaun.



-at Drapers-



-I know. Had to work late.
Be there in an hour-



Josh followed shortly
with a full bottle of Cotswolds and sat across from him.

“Josh. How's things?”
Cole asked quietly, pouring three fingers, not quite sure why Josh
sat down with him.

“Grand,” the barkeep
said. He looked at Cole carefully. “Yer not supposed ta be here,
are ye?”

Cole looked into his
eyes, considering what was happening. Oh, Shaun's got some
informants. “Shaun's sent you?”

“Yeah…Yer arright?”
He asked.

“Not really…but I
don't want to talk about it…are you my nanny tonight?”

Josh shrugged.
“Barkeeps ‘ave a lot of listen or a lot of talk.”

Cole smiled, weakly.
“How about you talk, and I listen? I just…I can't but…well, how was
your day?” He glanced at his watch. 2200. Mason’s getting off
work…

When Shaun finally
walked into the pub, he headed to the back right away. He found
Cole sitting at a table near the fireplace with Josh who had stayed
well past his shift end. Surprisingly, Cole wasn’t completely
hammered, though the Cotswolds was nearly half gone. He was quietly
sitting, listening to Josh talk and absently and petting a hound
that was lounging next to him. When he saw Shaun, he barely looked
up as if his head was tremendously heavy. Josh got up as Shaun
approached and shook the big man’s hand, patting him on the
back.

“Thanks fer lookin’
after ‘im.” Shaun said softly.

“That’s awl right.
‘asn’t been busy,” Josh replied and headed towards the bar.

As Shaun sat down,
Cole put his head in his hands and started to weep quietly. Shaun
put his hand on his back and gave it a compassionate rub. “O reight
me old cocker,” he said gently. “Ah’m glad thas ‘ome. Tha kept yer
promise and Ah’m ‘ere for theur.”

Shaun knew something
had happened hours ago. Mason had called him to say that Cole was
on his way back to London but when he asked her why, she’d just
said, “I fucked up.” She was crying so hard he could barely
understand her words and she said she didn’t want to talk about it.
He remembered Cole had gone back to the States with every intent to
propose and he couldn’t imagine what had gone so wrong so fast.

“Cole,” he said
softly, “let’s gerround ‘ome, aye? It’s better ta talk there.” Cole
looked up at him, his face wet with tears. Shaun plucked a napkin
from the holder on the table. “’ere mate. Dry yer eyes. Ah doan
want anyone thinkin’ Ah made theur cry.”

Cole laughed as he
wiped his tears. He couldn’t feel safer than being back with his
best friend, but he couldn’t suppress the ache of the longing he
felt for Mason.

Shaun carried Cole’s
bag into the apartment. “Siddown, mate,” he said. He pulled a
Guinness from the fridge and a bottle of water. He handed the water
to Cole. “Set t’ timer. Every two hours, ‘nother bottle. Do it now.
Ah’ll be back.” He took Cole’s bag into the bedroom and unpacked
it. Everything smelled like old wine and a cargo hold. He shook his
head as he walked back out to the kitchen and got laundry started.
Cole was sitting there quietly drinking water and setting his
watch.

A hydration schedule
was the one thing Cole fell back on when he wasn’t mentally well.
He considered how lovely it was that Shaun remembered too and went
straight to it. There was no abating the tears now that he was
back, and he gave up trying. Between the pain of missing Mason and
Shaun’s kindness, he couldn’t stem the flow. He tried hard to feel
something, anything else but he couldn’t.

“Nathen, cocker,
let’s talk about it,” Shaun said gently as he sat down.

“I want to talk about
it, Shaun, I do but I don’t…I don’t know where to start,” Cole
said, looking down. It was late. His head hurt. He’d drunk the
whiskey just slow enough to get hungover and there was no point in
even trying to sleep so…

“Guess Ah’ll start.
She called hours ago. Said thas comin’ ‘ome,”

Cole looked up,
shocked. “She…Mason…called you?”

“Aye,” Shaun said
evenly. “Ah asked ‘er why. She said, ‘Ah fucked up.’ Sounded like
she was cryin’. Said she was sorry then ‘ung up.” He waited for
some reaction, but Cole just sat there in stunned silence. “What’s
‘appened, mate?”

Shaun was never one
to jump to conclusions. He had no pre-conceived notion of who’d
done what and he knew he wasn’t going to get the whole story from
Cole’s side. Still, he knew that Cole would try to be objective and
thorough.

“I guess I should
have called ahead,” Cole started quietly. “I wasn’t really
prepared…I just wanted to see her, but I wanted to explain…” His
thoughts and recollections were all rushing in at once and he
hesitated to let the most painful moments in. “She had someone else
there, Shaun,” he said, looking at his friend for some…thing. He
didn’t know what he needed in this instant, but he wished with all
he had that Shaun could provide it.

“Summun else?” Shaun
raised his brows. He wouldn’t have thought Mason to be a player or
cheater and he still wasn’t going to make that leap.

“Another man. Someone
I’d never seen before…I don’t know him. I thought I’d met everyone
from her office, her circle…Honestly, right now, I can’t even
remember seeing his face, but I didn’t need to. I saw hers.” Tears
began to fall on his cheeks, and he couldn’t be bothered to stop
it. “Shaun…I just kept thinking, it’s not real. Any minute she’s
going to say…something. Something that will make this all make
sense.”

“Did this bloke say
anythin’?” Shaun asked.

“No. He was pulling a
suitcase,” Cole stopped and looked at Shaun, embarrassed by his own
admission. He still wondered how he never knew.

Shaun looked at him
concerned but still slightly confused. “Cole, did tha know she ‘ad
summun? Ah can’t reckon she ‘ad another bloke.”

“Me neither, but all
I could make of it was if he had a bag like that, he’d been invited
to stay for some time.” His voice caught on the painful
realization.

“But ‘e weren’t
runnin’…in a ‘urry? Like thas interruptin’ summat?”

Cole thought for a
minute. “No. No, it wasn’t as if I’d walked in on something…he had
a key to the house, though.”

“’ow d’ye know?”
Shaun asked.

“He dropped it on the
side table when he left.” He took a deep breath to avoid sobbing
again. It was making his chest hurt.

Shaun looked at him
thoughtfully. “Nathen, Cole, Ah doan think theur ‘as this
right…”

“I smelled it on her,
Shaun. She reeked of…of…” He closed his eyes. He couldn’t say it.
He still couldn’t believe it.

“Ach, Ah kin,” Shaun
said softly. He squeezed his friend’s hand sympathetically. “Does
theur want ta go on?”

“I’m tired, Shaun,
but I know I’m not going to sleep,” he said weakly.

“What did she say?
She admitted to it?” Shaun asked.

“She said she was
drunk,” he sighed, trying to get through the inquiry. It wasn’t
that he minded. He wanted Shaun’s help and advice but reliving the
hurt was exhausting. “She said…she knew what had happened, but she
doesn’t remember how it happened.”

“What?! This bloke.
‘E took advantage of ‘er drunk. Do Ah understand theur?” Shaun
rarely raised his voice but now he sounded alarmed and on the verge
of anger.

“Shaun,” Cole
whispered, “I just don’t know.” He began to weep again. “Fuck!”

“Wass wrong,
mate?”

“My back hurts from
sobbing. God, I wish it would stop,” he said bitterly.

“Ah’m sorry.” Shaun
got up and retrieved some headache pills from the cupboard. He
handed Cole two. “’ere. Tek these. Theur needs ‘em fer theur ‘ead
anyway.”

“Thanks, mate,” Cole
said through sniffles. He took the pills and finished his water.
“Anyway, she didn’t frame it that way, Shaun. She took
responsibility for what happened but, in the end, I wasn’t there. I
don’t know. If she had tried to stop him, there wasn’t any evidence
for that. No bruises or marks where she’d…tried to defend herself.”
He wished he didn’t know the things he did sometimes. He wished
sometimes for the blissful ignorance of the untrained.

“Cole, we both know.
If she wor drunk, she couldn’t defend ‘erself. ‘E should ‘ave left
’er. ‘E should ‘ave gone.”

“You’re assuming he
hadn’t been staying there for the week I was gone,” Cole said.

“What d’ye think?
D’ye really think she ‘ad a bloke theur never saw? Close
enough to invite when tha went away? All the nights she called
theur lonely an’ cryin’,” Shaun said, his frustration showing. No
part of him would believe the lovely, caring woman he’d met could
be that conniving.

In his very soul,
Cole didn’t believe that either, but he’d always trusted his senses
and analytical abilities. It was all he had when his emotions ran
too strong or too deep.

“Cole, wait…she told
me she was goan t’ theater with a friend.”

“She told me the
same. She said she was going to see Phantom…with…she didn’t say
who.”

“Mate,” Shaun said,
“Ah doan want ta think…”

“No, Shaun,” Cole
interrupted, “in the end, it was up to her to invite someone to the
house. It was her choice.”

Shaun got quiet. He
knew in his whole being Cole had this wrong, but he wasn’t going to
argue. Not tonight. “Aye,” he rubbed his forehead. “Let’s gerrum
shut eye. It’s gone three AM,”

Cole closed his eyes
as yet another tear fell. He’d literally never felt this
lonely.


CHAPTER 3

 


Mason tried to shower
without crying but it was no good, so she just let the tears flow.
Her mind was overly jumbled and confused. Cole was gone but he
said he’d still help. How the fuck is he going to help me? She
couldn’t believe how fast everything fell apart. It was as if she’d
tossed a grenade into the middle of everything they’d worked so
hard to build and now she couldn’t cope with the blame and the
guilt. She let the water stream over her face, and it felt good to
wash the last 24 hours off of her. Still, she sorely wished some
part of him would remain on her body. She looked at her inner
thighs and saw the bite marks and hoped they would never fade.
The last hours…I thought…

You thought.
It was the demon. You really thought he was going to just fuck
the problem away. You thought he was going to love you ever again
after what you did. Are you fucking kidding me? He just took the
last thing he wanted, your spirit.

She looked in the
mirror and put her freshly dried hair up. “Shut up. I don’t want to
hear it and I won’t believe that,” she quietly said to the demon.
She got dressed and considered using some eye drops but there was
no point. She put some caffeine serum around her eyes to calm the
puffiness and walked out to the kitchen.

She smelled the
familiar scents of breakfast, sausage and eggs. Every fucking thing
reminded her of him and that he was gone but she tried to remember
that regardless of the outcome, she would have to be able to go on.
She was going to smell his cologne on someone else. She was going
to hear a voice similar to his. She was going to encounter
something…

“Baby, come here and
give me a hug.” Phillip cut her thoughts short. She opened her
arms, welcoming his firm embrace. “Honey, let me look at you.” He
looked at her bruised wrists and the marks on her neck. Her eyes
were dark from the constant crying, and he took a slow breath,
trying not to jump too fast to conclusions. “Come on, have a seat,”
he said, smiling gently as he walked her to the breakfast
table.

Jay came behind him
with a cup of coffee. “Here you go sweetie,” he said softly.
“Phillip’s got quite the feast going. How hungry are you?”

She thought about it.
She didn’t want to eat but after all the activity over the last
hours. “I dunno. I guess kinda,” she said.

Jay looked into her
eyes. All he could see was a lost little girl and it was gutting
him. He kissed her forehead and sat down with her. “Ok, honey.
Drink your coffee.”

She drew deep on her
coffee. Its warmth was a small comfort to her. Philip came to the
table and set down a veritable feast. Mason looked it all over and
it reminded her of all the beautiful breakfasts Cole had lovingly
prepared for her. She remembered all the times he woke her with
“Good morning, sleepyhead. Come on, I’ve got the kettle on.” She
could still hear his soft, morning voice and tears fell from her
eyes. This isn’t going to be easy. She looked up at Philip.
“Thank you. I appreciate this. I really do,” she said.

He cupped her cheek,
wiping her tears. “Oh, honey, we love you. Whatever’s going on,
we’ll get through it, but for now, just eat something.”

She leaned into his
hand and nodded. “I know. Yeah.” She took a deep breath. As she
ate, she wished with everything in her that she could just slow
blink and Cole would be there, sitting across the table from her,
with that easy, “you’re so beautiful” smile. She couldn’t really
think, and her whole body ached from vomiting and crying. Still,
the food was good, and she felt like she could finally keep
something down.

Jay and Philip worked
hard to keep from glancing at each other. Finally, Mason spoke
up.

“I’m sorry. I’m a
mess. I know you have questions. You can ask me anything because I
don’t know where to begin.”

“To be blunt, Mason,”
Jay began, “I don’t know where to begin either. You said that you
and Reese were going to a show Saturday night. This morning, Reese
was no call, no show and he wasn’t answering his phone. I went to
his apartment and his neighbor said he left early this morning with
several suitcases. Said he was getting a flight to Colorado.”

Mason put her head in
her hands. There was no way she could unpack that. Reese never
mentioned a trip coming up or any connection to Colorado. “Jay,”
she started, “I don’t know anything about that. He just got that
apartment, and he never mentioned a trip to me.”

“Did you two go to
the show Saturday?” Jay asked.

“We did,” her eyes
began to well up with tears.

“Mason, honey,”
Philip said gently, “I see the bruises, and Jay said you were a
mess when he got here. Why don’t you start with Saturday and just
tell us what happened?”

She looked at him
carefully. He had that protective dad look about him that she’d
seen before. She decided to proceed with caution. “Yes, Reese and I
went to see Phantom,” she started, looking down into her coffee.
“He came back here after to pick up the suitcase of samples I had
finished,” she explained. She paused for a moment to try and
recall. “We talked for a while, and I was drinking some wine. I
finished a bottle…it was too much, maybe too fast…I don’t know.”
She looked up helplessly at Philip. This was bringing back the pain
and shock of everything falling apart.

Jay looked at Philip
who now had a slightly alarmed look on his face. Jay took a slow
blink and gently shook his head. “Mason, were you drunk?” Philip
asked.

She put her head in
her hands and started to cry. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” she
sobbed. Her voice was getting hoarse.

“Sorry about what?”
Jay asked, gently rubbing her back. “Come on, honey. What
happened?” He could see her flinching in pain and her body shook
with sobbing. “Mason…did Cole hurt you?” He figured he might as
well ask what was already on his and Philip’s mind.

She looked up at him,
shocked. “Oh, God no, Cole wasn’t back yet,” she replied. She took
a napkin and wiped her eyes. “Reese was here. I remember walking
him to the door, but my head was swimming. I turned around to do
something and lost my balance…” She was struggling to remember. “I
remember waking up in the guest bedroom with Reese in bed with me.
I knew what I’d done. I could smell it. I told him he had to go. I
still didn’t have my balance, but I remember going to the bathroom
to throw up.”

“Wait,” Philip said.
“Honey, did you…sleep with Reese?”

“I did,” she said
quietly, looking back down into her coffee.

“Hold on,” Jay said.
“You were drunk. Did he know you were drunk?”

“I don’t know. I
think so. He had mentioned the shiraz I was drinking is pretty
strong,” she said. “I know what you’re thinking. Maybe he should
have left.” She looked up at Jay and swallowed hard. She sat up as
straight as she could. “Ultimately, I shouldn’t have had him here
so late. I shouldn’t have been drinking like that. I shouldn’t have
been so sociable with him. I know what he should have done but
there were a lot of things I shouldn’t have,” she said firmly.

“Mason,” Jay said,
“That’s a lot to process but regardless, he should have left. At
most, made sure you were Ok, maybe even called me to come check on
you. Despite the things you maybe shouldn’t have done, what he did
was inexcusable.”

Philip took an
audible deep breath. “Where’s Cole, Honey?”

Once again, she began
to cry. She truly wondered if there would ever come a time that
she’d run out of tears. “Oh, fuck, that’s the worst of it. I was
making coffee, waiting for Reese to leave, trying to figure out
what to do or how to tell Cole and…he walked in. I didn’t know he
was coming.”

“He wasn’t supposed
to be back until Friday, right?” Jay asked.

“Right but he came
back early,” she said, sobbing.

“Oh my God, Sweetie,
did he walk in on this whole thing?” Philip asked.

“He did,” she
replied, putting her head in her hands. “He smelled it on me…he saw
Reese leave his key and pulling the suitcase…oh, I know what he
must have thought…and my stupid brain just froze. I couldn’t think
of anything. I didn’t even try to explain. It just all…it…” She
broke down sobbing one more time.

Jay rubbed her back.
“So where is Cole now?” He asked, gently.

“He stayed…we
tried…we didn’t talk much…we just…he got up early and booked a
flight back to London,” she looked into Jay’s eyes. “Jay, if I lose
him…if I lose him…I can’t, I just…I can’t…” She wept openly.

“Have you heard from
him since he left?” Philip asked.

“No.” She looked at
the clock. 1300. “He’s still in the air, I think.” Mason wiped her
eyes once more.

“So…what have you
done since he left?” Jay asked, quietly.

“I called Shaun,” she
said.

“What did he say?”
Jay asked. He couldn’t think of any reason why she would call
Shaun.

“I just called him to
say that Cole was on his way home. He asked why and I just said I
fucked up. I just wanted him to know that Cole was coming back in
case…in case…”

“I understand. You
were looking out for him,” Jay said. He could see this was killing
her but if he didn’t know what happened, he wouldn’t know how to
help her. “Then what did you do, honey?”

“Cried. Laid on the
couch and cried,” she replied. “I can’t think of anything else to
do.”

Jay looked around.
“We’re going to help you get things cleaned up and we’re staying
here for a few days,” he said. “I want to be here with you for a
while.”

Philip spoke up, “Let
me get this cleaned up and I’ll swing by the house for some
things.”

She looked at Jay and
was going to reassure him she’d be Ok but the determined look on
his face made her think twice. “That’s fine,” she said. “I guess I
don’t want to be alone anyway.” She literally had two of the people
she loved most in her home, and she never felt so lonely.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Tuesday was tough for
Cole. He had stayed in the flat since he’d come home but he knew he
eventually needed to get back to work. Between the crying and the
jetlag, his body ached so much he could barely get out of bed for a
shower. Shaun had gone to the shops and picked up some things he
could cook. He stayed with Cole, hoping they could talk more but
Cole had a few loose ends to tie up with the Brooklyn job, so he
worked the morning. Cole had gone back to bed for a nap around 1400
while Shaun called his mum for some guidance on putting a cottage
pie together.

“Ah think Ah got it,
mum. Then pur t’spuds on top?” He asked.

“Aye. Spuds on top
then pur it i' fuven for an 'ahr.” she replied.

“Areight. Mum, thank
theur,” he said.

“Ah 'ope things will
be reight for Cole,” she said, concerned. She’d regarded Cole as
her second son. She’d had trouble getting close to him, but she
loved him no less for it. “Awl 'e 'as ever woontad wor someone ta
love. 'E deserves that.”

“‘E does. Dis lass is
grand fer ‘im. Ah doan think she did dis on purpose.” He still
didn’t believe Mason had deliberately done what Cole said. He
thought there must be more to it, but he didn’t know if he
should…

“Call ‘er. Call Mason
yursen,” his mum said, completing his thought.

Shaun took a deep
breath. His mum often knew best what to do. She was never a
meddler, and she didn’t advise it so the fact that she was now
suggesting it seemed to Shaun a confirmation in his own spirit that
this situation required some kind of intervention.

“Ah think Ah’ll do
jus’ that,” he said. “Ah doan think Cole’ll be angry wi' me. Ah
might help.”

“Theur are eur gran'
bonnie friend 'n eur gran' bloke, Shaun,” she said sweetly. “Thy
dad 'n ah are reight chuffed o' theur.”

Shaun smiled. “Ach,
thank theur, mum,” he said. “Tell dad it meight be eur while til ah
gerround ta visit.”

“Oh, 'e's bin busy
wi' t' beasts a' t' vitnery,” she said, “'E's allus aroun'. Tek
care o' Cole ‘n come see wee when theur can. Ah love theur.”

“Aye, Ah love theur,
mum,” Shaun said. He looked up to see Cole walking out of the
bedroom, fully dressed. “Laters,” he said to his mum and
disconnected. He looked at Cole carefully. “Ah’ve got dinner ready
in an hour. Where theur goan?”

Cole looked at him,
curiously. He knew Shaun was probably going to be a little
protective of him for a while. Mentally he acquiesced and even
welcomed it. He would just get used to letting Shaun know his
whereabouts. “I was thinking maybe I’d pick up a bottle of wine for
tonight from that shop on the other side of the park.”

Shaun nodded. “Aye,
sounds good. Walk in t' park might 'elp theur.”

“Just my thoughts
too. It’s a nice day,” Cole said absently, trying to sound steady.
In his mind he was thinking about the many times he’d stopped at
the shops on the way to pick up groceries to cook dinner for Mason
and how he’d always seemed to be able to pick out the perfect wine
for her. Something sweet and fizzy…FUCK. Leave it.

Cole no sooner hit
the park and…could it be? It was Brie. He walked toward her owner,
hoping he might be able to see her. Her owner saw him and waved
Cole over.

“Hello again,” Cole
said to the man, smiling as he held out his hand.

“Well, hello again to
you,” he said, shaking Cole’s hand. “By the way, I’m Jim. I don’t
think I properly introduced myself last we met.”

“Right, I don’t think
we did. I’m Cole. I live just on the edge of the park there,” Cole
gestured to his building.

“I see,” Jim said,
“We’re just on the opposite side, near the shops and you
remember…”

“Brie! Of course,”
Cole said, scratching her head. Brie sat and eagerly extended a
paw. Cole laughed and took it. “It’s lovely to see you again,
Brie.”

Jim laughed. “She
remembers you, I see.”

Cole giggled, letting
go of her paw. “She’s very polite,” he said.

“Are you still
traveling?” Jim asked.

Cole’s brows went up.
Odd he remembered our conversation. “Yes, but not for a
while. I’ve a few projects in London now, so…”

“Ah, you’ll be home
for a while, then,” Jim finished the sentence.

Home. He never
intended for London to be home again. A slow blink and he looked
back at Brie with a gentle smile and head scritch. “Yes. Home for a
while,” he said quietly.

Jim looked at him
carefully. Something told him this was a man who maybe needed a
friend or at least a kind word. “Well, then I suppose we’ll be
running into you again and looking forward to it,” he said with a
gentle smile. “Feel free to come over anytime we’re here. I
wouldn’t want Brie to miss you too terribly.”

Cole looked up at him
and smiled. “Thank you very much. I will.” He shook Jim’s hand and
headed on to the shop. He didn’t feel a lot better, but he was
grateful for the momentary distraction.

Shaun wanted more
time to think about calling Mason but with this opportunity, he
decided to just jump in. He sat down at the table.

Mason was sitting at
her desk. Jay had given her the option to keep working from home,
but she let him know in no uncertain terms that she didn’t want to
be in the house. She was thankful for the change of venue but even
her office reminded her of Cole, “If I hear you moan, I don’t
think I can control…control…this…” As she opened her eyes and
wiped away another tear, her phone buzzed. She looked down and saw
it was Shaun. “Hey, Shaun,” she answered tentatively.

“‘Ow is tha, lass?”
Shaun asked gently.

Tears welled up in
her eyes, but she swallowed hard and tried to remain composed. She
stood up and shut her office door. “Do you want the truth or a
lie?” She asked.

“Aww, Lass,” Shaun
said, “Dis is eur gabble.”

“I’m sorry?” She
asked.

“Naw, I’m sorry,”
Shaun had forgotten she wasn’t as fluent in his language as Cole.
“This is a mess. Ah need ta talk wi’ ye. Can Ah call ye later?”

“Sure, I’ll be home,”
she looked at her watch. She still had both New York and London
time on it. “Ten pm your time. Will you still be up?”

“Ah will,” he said.
“Lass, I need ta talk about what’s ‘appened. D’ye think ye
can?”

“Oh, I understand,
Shaun,” she said reassuringly, “I need to too and I want to talk to
you.”

“Grand,” he said,
“Doan git discouraged.”

She caught a sob.
“It’s fine, Shaun. I’m…I’m so worried about him.”

“‘E’s not good, but
we’ll fettle it, doan worry, Ah mean, we’ll work it out,” he said.
Suddenly, he heard a key in the lock and looked up to see Cole
coming through the door. “Aye, mum, It luks reight grand,” he
said.

Mason sensed he
couldn’t talk and disconnected. Frustrated, she put her head in her
hands. She didn’t think for a minute that Shaun could fix any of
this but if there was even a small chance he could help, she wanted
to talk to him. If the only thing that came of it was that Cole
heard the complete truth of that evening, it would help her mind.
She settled back into work, but her mind was occupied with Shaun’s
call.

Cole smelled the
cottage pie and looked at Shaun, a bit disbelieving. “Shaun, what
have you done, mate? That smells amazing.” He smiled, trying to
lighten the mood. He was tired of thinking and tired of
hurting.

“Aye, mum’s helped me
mek a cottage pie. I reckon it meight even be gran enuf fer me,” he
chuckled.

Cole pulled the
bottle of prosecco out of the bag and started to open it. It was
one of his favorites and he really wanted it tonight, but he wished
that he and Mason hadn’t had so much in common. Still, the feel of
her skin against his and her beautiful easy smile were
recollections somewhat fresh in his mind and maybe one glass and a
few sweet memories won’t hurt…

###

Jay walked into
Mason’s office at 1600. “Hey girl,” he said gently. “Time to head
home. How are you feeling?”

Home. Her house
didn’t feel like home anymore without Cole. It felt like a crime
scene, and she didn’t want to be there. “Yeah, I’m ready. I’m Ok.
Shaun called around lunch time,” she said hesitantly.

“He did? What did he
want?” Jay asked. He wasn’t sure if it was good for Mason to talk
to Shaun right now. He knew Mason hadn’t fully processed everything
and it all seemed too fresh for Shaun to do any good.

“He wants to know
what happened from me,” she said. “He’s going to call tonight, in
about an hour.”

They walked to the
garage. Jay looked at Mason as she got into the car. She put her
head back and closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said,
“I’m…tired…achy.”

Jay was still on the
fence about her talking to Shaun but the fact that he wanted both
sides surprised him a little, in a good way. “Honey, do you mind if
I talk to Shaun first?” He asked as he pulled out.

“Sure. We can talk to
him together if you want,” she said.

“No, no. Listen, I
know I’m not your father, but I might as well be. Right now, you’re
not just my co-worker, you’re my little girl, I guess,” he chuckled
gently. “I need to have some idea what’s going on.”

“Ok, dad,” she
giggled. “Seriously, I’m glad you and Philip are here. Just…please
don’t be angry at Cole.”

He looked at her,
surprised. “Is there some reason we should be concerned about Cole?
To be frank, I’m pretty pissed about what happened with Reese.”

She looked at him, a
little embarrassed. “That was my fault. This whole situation is my
fault. I shouldn’t have ever entertained Reese. I shouldn’t have
been drinking. I didn’t…” She started to sob. She got a tissue from
the glove box. “I can’t believe how I acted and now I’m so afraid
I’ve lost the only real love I ever knew.”

Jay took her hand.
“Mason, I’ve already told you, but it bears repeating. You may have
invited Reese into your home. You might have even actually asked
him to sleep with you but given the state you were in, it was one
hundred percent his responsibility to make sure you were safe and
then leave. That’s it. I know it might take you a minute or you
might never accept it but that’s the reality of it.”

“Jay, whatever state
I was in, I guess I must have wanted it…I don't know,” she
countered.

“Sorry, Lynnie, no.
Your body will betray you. That’s just a physical response which is
why it was his responsibility to walk away.” Jay was hearing none
of her explanations and he believed that the sooner she understood
what had happened, the sooner she could heal. He wanted to stop
talking about it because his anger was rising in a way that made
him uncomfortable, but he wanted to be there for her if she needed
to talk.

“I’m just going to
let it go, Jay. I can’t. I just don’t care about blame as much as I
just want Cole back in my life and I’ll do whatever it takes for
that to happen,” she said, trying to calm her tears.

Jay squeezed her
hand. “Mason, that might be a long journey. Are you sure you’re up
for it?”

“Do you think it’s
the right thing to do?” She asked, cautiously. She put a lot of
faith in Jay’s opinion, especially where relationships were
concerned. At the same time, she couldn’t imagine her life without
Cole in it and she hoped Jay wouldn’t say no.

“I do think it’s the
right thing,” Jay said, “without hesitation. It’s going to be a lot
of work, but I genuinely think Cole is a good man and if you’re
willing to put in the effort, I think you two could be very good
for each other.” Jay liked Cole and he had a good feeling about
him. He also liked Shaun for the small amount of time he’d spent
with him. Jay somewhat prided himself on being a good judge of
character. After so many years in an industry where he’d met all
types from successful business people to con artists, he was
generally able to see a red flag fairly quickly. He’d felt good
about Cole from the first time he shook his hand and Cole hadn’t
done anything to change that. The best he could tell, he’d treated
Mason very well and there was little else he necessarily cared
about with regard to their relationship.

Mason walked into her
house and put her purse on the table next to the door. Jay shut the
door behind them. She no sooner had poured a glass of wine and her
phone rang.

“Hello, Shaun,” she
said, trying to sound better than she felt.

“Ay missus, ‘ow is
tha?” Shaun asked.

“I’m glad to hear
from you,” she said kindly. “Hey Shaun, Jay’s here with me. Would
you mind talking with him?”

“Naw, not a bit,”
Shaun answered.

Mason handed the
phone to Jay. “I’m going to wash up and change,” she half
whispered.

“Shaun, it’s good to
talk to you again. How are you?” Jay said.

“Arreight, ‘ow are
ye?”

“I’m good. So uh,
how’s Cole doing?”

“Ohh, ‘e’s not doin’
well, Jay. ‘’is ‘eart is brok.”

“Yeah. I can imagine.
This is a mess,” Jay said. He paused to put his thoughts together.
“Shaun, did she tell you what happened?”

“Naw. Cole told me
what she told ‘im. Ah think summat awful ‘as ‘appened and Ah think
Cole is so ‘urt ‘e’s maddled. ‘E’s not lookin at it t’ same as Ah
do.”

“I agree with you,”
Jay said. “She doesn’t see it either. She blames herself.”

“Oh, no, me cocker,
that’s not reight,” Shaun said. “That’s why Ah wanted to talk to
‘er. Mebbe, if Ah can understand it better, Ah can talk ta Cole.
Fettle it.”

“What do you mean?”
Jay asked. He heard Mason heading to the living room.

“Ah dunt think t’lass
‘as done anythin’ wrong,” Shaun said. “Ah just want to help Cole
understand.”

Jay sighed. “Me too,”
he said. “Let’s stay in touch, eh?”

“Aye,” Shaun
replied.

Jay handed the phone
to Mason. “I’ll call Philip and have him bring dinner, sweetie.” he
said quietly, kissing her forehead.

“Thanks,” she
whispered and took the phone into her bedroom and shut the
door.

“Hey Shaun,” she said
gently.

“Ay, lass, theur
feelin’ alright? Takin care o’ yursen?”

“Well, Jay and Philip
are kinda taking care of me.” She felt the tears coming. The
comfort of hearing Shaun’s soft and steady voice felt like a
healing balm that she so desperately needed. She sniffled
quietly.

“Ohh, lass, try not
to cry. Can theur talk about dis?”

“Yeah, I…I can. It
just feels so good to hear from you. I was afraid…I thought when
you heard what happened…I thought you’d hate me.” Her breath caught
on a sob.

“O'course not,” he
reassured her. “Mason, I dunt think Cole ‘as it reight. It’s why
Ah’m talkin’ to thee. Tha wunt ta tell me what’s ‘appened?”

She paused. “It’s so
fuzzy for me. Can you tell me what you know from Cole, and I’ll try
to answer your questions?”

“Aye. ‘E said ye ‘ad
a bloke at t’ ‘ouse when he got there.” Shaun said bluntly.

“I did. He was a
co-worker. He'd been couriering building materials samples from the
Brooklyn project to my home office. He'd asked me to go see Phantom
and, you know, I thought it would be a good distraction. We’d gone
to the theatre Saturday night and after the show, I asked him to
come to the house to pick up the samples I was done with to take
downtown. We were sitting here and talking about the show. I was
having some wine. I talked about Cole a little…I was drinking too
fast, I guess, and…I…I just,” she paused and took a deep
breath.

“It’s areight. Tek
yer time, luv,” Shaun said soothingly.

“I remember walking
him to the door. I stumbled and things got fuzzy from there. I woke
up the next morning in bed with him.” She couldn’t hold the tears
back any longer. It wasn’t so much what happened with Reese. It was
that every damn time she thought about this, all she could remember
was Cole walking out the door.

Shaun closed his
eyes. In his soul a small flame was lit but he was trying to keep
his anger at bay. Being angry had never served him well in the
past. Things got destroyed and people got hurt. In this case, he
was close to giving himself permission, but he still suppressed
it.

“Is dis bloke still
around?” He asked, trying unsuccessfully to keep his voice
even.

“No. He never came
back to work,” she replied. It pained her to know that she may have
hurt Resse’s career with her carelessness but, she reconciled it by
remembering it was ultimately his choice to leave. Her only concern
now was trying to fix things with Cole.

Shaun felt a bit
confused. All the things Cole said he’d seen didn’t seem to line up
with her description of the events. Cole seemed so sure she’d known
this person better than just a casual coworker.

“Lass, Ah need t’
ask. Were theur datin’ ‘im and Cole?”

“Oh, no. No, Shaun
not at all,” she said emphatically. “Is that what Cole thinks?”

He knew that telling
the whole truth was a bad idea. “Oh, Ah’m not sure. Ah'm just
tryin’ ta understand. I can be a bit thick.”

She stopped and took
a beat. It’s always something, every fucking day, reminds me of
him. “Oh. I wasn’t seeing him, but he’d made it clear to me
that he wanted more from me than friendship. I told him Cole and I
were exclusive. I should have never…”

“Nae, Mason,” he
said, the anger simmering again, “'e should av gallock theur a
sen.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Sorry, lass, ‘e
should have left that night. Did 'e know theur wor drunk?”

She closed her eyes.
Why did everyone want to come back to this? “I think he did but, in
the end, I slept with him. This is still my fault.”

“We av t’ agree ta
disagree there. ‘E knew and ‘e should have left. Ah'm not goan ta
push owt but Ah doan think it’s theur fault and Ah won’t tell ‘im
‘at.” Shaun knew with Cole’s sense of righteousness and his
resources, nothing good would come from him finding out too much
about this man. It was better that even he didn’t know too
much.

Mason started to cry.
It hit hard to feel the genuine sympathy from Shaun that she didn’t
have for herself. “Shaun, I need to ask you something,” she said
through sobs, “Do you think it’s possible to fix this? Is there any
chance Cole is going to let me back in his life?”

Shan sighed. “Lassie,
‘e’s not doin’ well without theur. Ah think ‘e jus’ doan know what
to do next. Gi’ ‘im some time. ‘E’s just back ta work. Workin’ll
‘elp ‘im think.”

“I love him so very
much, Shaun. All I care about is making one good attempt to fix it.
If it can’t be fixed, then I’ll have to deal with it. It’s hard
enough to try and forgive myself for fucking this up but I’d never
forgive myself if I didn’t try to somehow make amends,” she said,
through tears.

“Aw, luv, ‘e’s not
heartless. ‘E’s just lost. 'E's thinkin t' sem thing, Ah’m sure.
Ay, are tha arreight?”

“I am,” Mason said.
She looked at her watch. “It’s late for you.”

“Ay it is an’ Ah’m
goan up ta mum and dad’s tomorra. ‘E’s workin next couple days an
Ah’ll be back Friday. Josh an’ Brice’ll look after ‘im. Doan
worry.”

“Shaun, thank you for
talking with me. It means a lot. Are you sure he’ll be alright
alone?” she asked softly.

“Ay lass. We’ll sort
it. Look after yursen an’ Ah’ll stay in touch.”

Shaun disconnected.
Ah knew it. Cole had it wrong but what could he do if even
Mason didn’t have it right. He was still convinced that Mason and
Cole belonged together but unless he could somehow put her back in
Cole’s orbit, it wasn’t going to be.




CHAPTER 5

 


Cole sat down at his
desk, the same desk where he'd worked for the last ten years but
today it looked as foreign to him as the first day he’d come to
work here. He hadn't realized how long he'd been traveling and how
much time he'd spent at the Madison Hotel in SOHO. He plugged in
his laptop and started his updates. There was quite a bit to do
before he tackled the programming project Brice had assigned
him.

Cole had called Brice
the first Friday after he'd returned. He'd tied up the Brooklyn
project the first week he was back and needed something stable for
a while. Programming wasn’t his favorite thing to do but building a
security app that the other contractors could use off the back of
the smart building experience seemed to him a welcome, steady
project that he could do while he processed everything that had
happened with Mason…and what to do next.

“Hey, Cole.” Brice
tapped the side of the cubicle. Cole motioned him to sit in the
chair on the other side of his desk. Brice sat down and looked
carefully at Cole.

“How are you, Brice?”
He asked, quietly, a forced half smile crossing his face.

“I should ask you
that question,” Brice replied. “Wanna talk about it?”

“Bold of you,” Cole
replied, sitting up and leaning on his desk.

Brice nodded. “I
know. I worry about you like you were my own brother. I just want
to know if I can help in any way.”

“Thank you. I really
appreciate you,” Cole said. “It’s something I have to work
out.”

“So, there’s a chance
for you and her?” Brice pressed in.

Cole looked at him
carefully then he genuinely smiled. “Are you really that invested,
Brice,” he chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “This isn’t the
Bachelor.”

Brice laughed.
“Right, I know.” He paused and looked into Cole’s eyes. He knew,
somewhere in there, Cole was looking for some piece of hope. “If
I’m being honest, I saw the way your expression lit up when you saw
her picture on that profile page from Landry. I haven’t ever seen
that look before on your face. You couldn’t wait to get back there.
I know whatever’s happened, it happened suddenly, and you came
flying back here.”

Cole’s eyes softened,
tearing up just slightly from the still fresh memory. “Yeah. It
was…catastrophic.”

“Is it unrecoverable,
though?” Brice queried, rhetorically.

Cole shook his head.
“I don’t know. I just…need to figure that out.”

Brice leaned forward.
“You know, the story of BA flight 009?”

“Can't say I do,”
Cole replied, wondering where this was going.

“So, in 1982, a BA
747 flight from Heathrow to Auckland, flew into a volcanic ash
cloud, southeast of Jakarta. The crew couldn't see the ash cloud as
it was night, so they were unable to avoid it. All they knew was
that one by one, all four engines had catastrophic failure. They
didn't know if they could recover but, of course, this was a crew
of the most excellent British pilots and through amazing ingenuity,
they managed to not only get the engines restarted, full of ash,
mind you, but they also landed the plane safely in Melbourne with
no injuries.” Brice sat back, waiting for Cole's response.

“That's amazing,
Brice but I just…what's that got to do with me and Mason?” Cole
asked, pulling hard on his coffee.

“It may have been
catastrophic but is it unrecoverable?” He asked seriously. “If you
say you don’t know, then assume it isn’t.”

Cole looked up at him
sharply.

Brice continued,
“Think it through. I’m willing to give you the space you need
because I want to see you happy and if that’s what you need, I’ll
do it.”

“Brice, I do
appreciate that,” Cole said softly. “You’re a good friend.” He
sighed and sat back. “I do need some time to think it through. I
just…needed a change of venue and something to do. This project is
perfect.”

“Good,” Brice said,
standing up and heading toward the doorway. “You’ll let me know if
you need anything.”

“I will,” Cole
replied. “Promise.” As Brice walked out, Cole wondered if he had
been truly so transparent. Was his love for Mason that deep that it
had shown in his expressions? He shook his head to clear it. He did
love her but, just as those pilots couldn't see their way through
the ash cloud, he didn’t see a path back to her…yet.


CHAPTER 6

 


The first text came
unexpectedly about a month after Cole had returned to London.

 


-I thought I was getting
over you. But every fucking thing I’ve done today seems designed to
remind me of your absence and how hard life is without you.-

-Cole, talk to me. Please
call.-

Then silence.

And the few times
she'd closed a deal, the same text:



-How are you?-

-I'm fine. How are you
doing?-

-I'm not fine. I'm not
Ok.-

-Talk to me. Please?-

-No. I just need to know
you're safe. Have a good day.-



Then silence. The
messages coincided with all her finalised sales. Mason didn’t
really believe in coincidences. She’d always remembered a line from
Sherlock, “The Universe is rarely so lazy” and for her, this was
absolute truth. Still, there wasn’t any evidence that he knew what
was going on in her life. Nothing she did made news or even a
sentence in a trade rag.

“Block him, Mason,”
Lacey said. “Change ya numbuh.”

Mason had stopped
into the pub for dinner and a chat. She’d had just enough whisky to
be depressed and on the verge of a hangover. Great idea this
was. “I can’t Lace. It’s not over.”

“Whaddya mean it’s
not over? He left you without so much as a conversation, no
explanation. Fuck him.”

“Lacey, you don’t
mean that.”

She thought about it.
“Nah, I don’t but I hate seeing you hurt and he’s just playin’
games.”

“I know. I wish he
wouldn’t. I thought he was better than that, to be honest.”

“Yeah, me too. It’s
only been a little over a month, right?” Lacey asked.

“About that,
yeah.”

“Yeah, give it a
minute, I guess. He’s prolly goin’ through it.” Lacey squeezed her
hand, affectionately. “I’m always here, baby.”

Mason smiled at her.
“I know, sweetie. I think it’s gonna be Ok eventually.”

“He’s the one, ain’t
he?” Lacey asked, softly.

“He sure as hell is,”
Mason replied, a tear coming to her eye. “If I lose him, Lace, it’s
over for me…no one else…ever.”

The little flashes of
her friendship lamp kept coming and she always replied with text
but got nothing. It was frustrating to always be the one who
responded but she tried not to get too bothered by it. Hang in
there. Give him time.


CHAPTER 7

 


“May I sit with ye?”
The soft voice interrupted his thoughts.

Cole had decided it
would be a good night to have dinner out. Find a little quiet table
at Draper’s and just process. Over the last month, the apartment
had become a place where he just sat and wished Mason were with him
or he worked. Either way, he couldn’t clear his head to think
there.

As he looked up from
his beer, he found himself staring into the beautiful eyes of a
very pretty, young woman. Her hair was long and wavy, mahogany
brown and fell just below her shoulders. Her eyes were deep brown,
nearly violet, and her skin was pale and smooth. Her rounded cheeks
belied her very slim figure.

“May I sit with ye?”
She asked again in a sweet, very subtle Geordie accent.

He wasn't in the mood
to be anyone's saviour tonight, but he motioned her to sit anyway.
Still, considering she might be in trouble, he asked, “Are you
alright? Having trouble with anyone?”

She placed her phone
on the table and smiled at him shyly. “Is that a requirement for
sittin' with ye?”

He chuckled, “No. No,
of course not. I just wanted to make sure everything was ok for
you.” He finished his beer and took a moment to really look at her.
She was very petite, quite slender. The simple cotton dress she was
wearing was plain and the mint shade against her skin and dark hair
gave her a sweet, romantic air. The dress was casual, definitely
not expensive and the shoes she wore were practical and
utilitarian.

“Everythin' is fine.
Kem in ta hev dinner. It's a bit crowded tonight,” she said
lightly. “You were sittin' alone so I thought ye might not mind
sharin' a table?” She looked slightly anxious.

For the first time
since he'd sat down this evening, he looked up and around at the
pub. “It is pretty crowded, but I guess that's my good luck. I get
to have dinner with a lovely lady,” he said softly as he smiled at
her. “My name is Cole Dixon. It's good to meet you, Miss…?”

“Pierce. Estacia
Pierce,” she replied. “I usually come here for dinner. ‘avent seen
y‘ere afore. Are ye from here?”

He was taken aback by
her question. “Actually, I have dinner here often as well. I'm from
London,” he said calmly. “Are you?”

“Newcastle. But I'm
sure ye knew that,” she giggled.

He could feel his
smile and intrigue growing. “Of course. The accent gives you away,”
he said.

She laughed, “I guess
so. Ye really sound more American, so I thought…”

“I do work there
quite a bit,” he said.

“Ah. Maybe why we
both go t’ same pub but haven't met.”

“Have you been in
London long?” He asked.

“Moved here for a job
about six months ago,” she said.

January. His mind
went back to New Year's Eve and the first time he'd made love to
Mason. I want to, but not like this…have you ever…I
have…

He shook his
head.

“Y'aareet?” She
asked.

He smiled, “Sorry.
Just um…”

“Cole, how ya doin'
this evenin'?”

“Josh, good to see
you,” he replied.

“Stacie,” Josh
grinned and winked.

Estacia laughed. “I
give up, Josh. For ye, it can be Stacie.”

Cole watched their
interaction. Clearly, they knew each other and more than that, Josh
appeared to be interested in her.

“What'll ya have,
Cole?”

“How about the pork
pies?” Cole asked.

“Good as ever. You
sure you don't want summat else? Keep up yer strength?” Josh
asked.

“Ooh, haven't had a
good porkie in a while. I'll 'ave that,” Estacia said.

Cole snapped a look
at her. Her expression was lit up at the prospect of something so
simple and he found it endearing. She looked back at him and
smiled. “Great idea!” she said excitedly.

Cole laughed. “D’you
fancy a bottle of wine?” He asked.

“I do but your
choice. I don't really know much about wine. I just know when I
like it,” she said.

He nearly felt the
color drain from his face, but he tried to keep a smile up as he
spoke. “Josh, we'll have a bottle of a good red blend. Nothing too
dry, eh?”

“Right then,” Josh
replied and headed back to the kitchen.

“I'm sorry if I spoke
out of turn,” Estacia said. She saw his reaction but hadn't any
idea what happened to suddenly sour his mood.

“Not at all,” he
said. He took a deep breath, trying to clear the mounting memories.
“So, Estacia, you have dinner here a lot. Do you work nearby?” He
asked.

“I do,” she
replied.

He took a slow blink
and pushed the pain away one more time.

“I'm an accountant
for the restaurant at the end of the block,” she giggled.

He chuckled, “Wait.
You work for them but eat here?”

Josh returned with
the wine. She looked up at him, shyly and Cole realized she was
probably smitten with Josh. Guess I still have some lovely
company for dinner.

“Allow me,” Cole said
as he took the wine and opener. He expertly uncorked the bottle and
poured some into her glass. She looked at him slightly
confused.

“Does it meet your
approval, luv?” Cole asked, ignoring Josh’s frown.

She tasted it and
nodded. “Very good, sir,” she said looking into his eyes.

Something in him
suddenly sparked. Kinda like the way she says that. He
smiled warmly, taking a new look at her. Her eyes were beautiful,
and he allowed himself to sink into their violet depths for a quiet
moment. She didn’t wear much makeup or sculpt her brows. Her
somewhat pale olive skin looked very smooth, and he suppressed an
urge to hold her hand to find out for sure. The blush on her cheek
was natural and deepening as his gaze held hers. “Brilliant,” he
said softly.

“Great choice, Josh.
Thank you,” Cole said, as he filled their glasses.

Josh walked away.
Cole could see he was clearly irritated.

Cole thought for just
a minute. Tonight, he felt different. Whether it was the time of
day, the place, the alcohol, or her presence, he was feeling bolder
than normal, adventuresome even. He didn’t care what Josh was
thinking. For this moment, he had Estacia’s attention and he wanted
to enjoy it for a while. Cole looked at her closely. She had a
reserved but friendly smile and rather cheerful demeanor. He
allowed his mind to flash back for just a moment to a memory of
Mason's big, warm, beautiful smile and he couldn't help but smile
too.

She caught his gaze
again. “D’ye work nearby?”

“Not really. I just
like it here. My best mate’s favorite place and they make good
porkies,” he said with a soft smile.

“So, what d'ye do?”
She asked.

“I’m an IT
contractor. I work with various companies.”

“In the US?”

“The company I work
for is in London but most of my work has been in New York
City.”

“Sounds excitin’. I’m
sure ye’ve met lots of famous people?”

He chuckled. “I may
have but I probably wouldn’t know it.”

“Maybe met a girl?”
She offered. She had an odd feeling something or someone else was
on his mind. He’s hurtin’.

He looked carefully
into her eyes. Empath? Nah. Sensitive. He sat back. “Yeah. Yes, I
did. She’s still there…It’s complicated.”

“Ah. I’m sorry…”

“Here you go,” Josh
had returned with their meals. “Enjoy,” he said cheerfully.

Estacia smiled up at
him. “Thank you, luv. This looks wonderful.” Josh smiled and winked
at her as he turned to leave.

“You live in London
now?” Cole asked, as they began to eat.

“Yes, not far from
here. It’s nice because I can walk to work and I do enjoy a good
walk,” she said.

He reached over and
lightly brushed her arm with his fingertips. She didn’t flinch or
move away. “Maybe after we’re done here, we could take a walk in
the park?” He said gently.

“Sure,” she said
softly. “I’d like that.”

They kept up some
small talk. Nothing was really getting deep for Cole, despite his
best efforts. She gave vague, short answers to his questions. He
thought perhaps she was keen on the company but not really wanting
to get to know him too well, yet her shy smiles and quiet charm
seemed to belie this. Maybe she’ll open up when we’re alone.
Finally, they stood to leave. “I’ve got this,” Cole said to her,
smiling. “Wait for me outside, please?”

“Oh my, well, thank
ye. I didn’t expect…”

“Go on, luv. I’ll
just be a minute.”

She smiled at him and
headed for the door.

Josh approached the
table. “Ya leavin’ now Cole?”

“Yes, my friend.
Thank you for everything.”

“Ay, Cole,” Josh
said.

“Yes?”

“I uh…I been talking
to her a little. She’s a nice girl, yeah? If you’re gonna take her
out, be good to her.”

Cole looked at him.
He was clearly concerned more for her than himself which Cole found
to be quite noble. “No worries, Josh. She’s just a friend,” he
said, patting his shoulder.

“Aye,” Josh walked
away.

Cole stepped outside
into the cooler night air.

“Are ye ready?”
Estacia asked.

He smiled at her.
Oh, that sweet voice and accent. “Yes, shall we?”

Cole was feeling
lighter. It was nice chatting with someone so easy going and she
was opening up a little. She was uncomplicated and grounded. Still,
as they walked, the unending small talk ran thin, and they found
themselves in a small park a few blocks from the pub. It was well
lit with a few walking paths and the foliage smelled sweet in the
cool balmy air.

“Shall we sit for a
moment?” Cole asked.

“Sure,” she said,
smiling shyly. She sat close to him, inexplicably drawn to his
protectiveness. “Can I just be honest?” She asked.

“Absolutely,” he said
quietly.

“D’ye have a
girlfriend, or no?”

He took a deep breath
and leaned forward on his knees. “If I’m being completely honest, I
had a really good thing when I was in New York. I thought I was
going to stay with her.”

Estacia looked away.
“Look, Cole, ye seem to be very kind and if I’m bein’ honest, ye
look like ye could use a friend. I’d like to keep talkin’ but I
don’t want to be the other woman. I don’t want trouble.”

“Ohhh, I understand,”
he said, sitting back. “No, of course not. There’s no worries
there.” He paused. “I would also like to keep talking, if you’re Ok
with it,” he said with a smile.

She smiled back. “I
am. D’ye want to tell me about her?”

Cole looked at her
carefully. “No, not really. Things went South faster than I thought
they possibly could, and I handled it poorly,” he said softly. “I’d
much rather talk about you.”

“What d’ye want to
know?” She asked.

“You and Josh,” he
said. “When I got back here from New York, I was an emotional
wreck. Josh took good care of me. Stayed many late nights with me
in the bar. He’s a good friend of my mate’s and he’s my good
friend.”

“Yes. He’s areet, I
guess,” she said.

“Don’t play games,
Estacia,” he cautioned. “It wasn’t hard to discern that you and he
are familiar. Be honest. Are you seeing Josh?”

She was a bit taken
aback by his directness. She sat up a bit straighter and looked him
in the eye. “I am not. We have talked. Sometimes he’s talked to me
if I ate at the bar but nothin’ serious. He’s never asked me out. I
guess we’re friends, but I don’t really think it's more than that
to 'im.”

“Fair,” Cole said. “I
don’t mean to be brash. I do, however, prefer open, honest
communication.”

“Meks sense,” she
said. “How long are ye staying in London?”

He hadn’t considered
this yet. “I have a development project that’s going to keep me
here for a few months at least.”

She perked up. “Then
maybe we can have a few more dinners together? I’ll pay my tab,
though. I don’t want to be beholden,”

Cole chuckled at her
offer. “That’s sweet, my dear,” he said. “Yes,” stuffie Cole
started, “we will have more dinners and no, you won’t pay your
tab,” he paused. He took her hand in his and lightly kissed it.
“I’m happy to.”

She felt a deep blush
race through her body. His presence was craveable and his voice,
entrancing. His authoritative confidence spoke to something in her
that she’d never felt. She got an intense chill, despite the warm
evening. “I, um, thank you,” she giggled, in an attempt to cover
her reaction. She looked at her watch then back over his shoulder.
“Hey, I live just behind the park. Would ye walk me home?”

“Absolutely I would,”
he grinned. “Come on.”

Cole woke the next
morning and heard his phone buzz.



-I hope you have a good day.
Thank you again for dinner.-



-I enjoyed
it greatly. I hope you have a great day as well. Shall we
meet again tonight?-

 


-I appreciate that very
much.

I’m off to Newcastle to see
my mum for the weekend.

I’d love to see you
Sunday?-



-Meet me at the pub?-

 


-Eight O’Clock?-



-See you then-

 


He got washed up and
headed into the office. He felt lighter today than he had since
he’d come back. The gloomy pall seemed to have lifted a bit and he
had slept decently. Estacia was fresh and sweet, gentle, humble.
She might just be the help I need to get past this mess with
Mason. A part of him knew there was a lot wrong with that
thought but right now he was desperate to think of anything else
but the mess he'd left in New York.

Cole spent the day
trying to concentrate on his work but couldn’t get Estacia off his
mind. He finally packed it in at three and headed home. When he
walked in the door, he was surprised to find Shaun home.

“Ay, me cocker.”
Shaun looked up from his game.

“Didn’t expect to see
you here, mate.”

“Mum said dad’s got
flu. Said not to come for a while so I guess you’re stuck with
me.”

“Noo, never stuck
with you,” Cole laughed. “What’s for dinner?”

“Mum’s toad in the
hole,” Shaun said, looking sideways at Cole.

Cole raised his
brows. “Really? Impressive.”

Shaun smiled. “Ah
think so.”

Cole prepared a plate
for himself, and Shaun sat with him while he ate.

“No pub tonight?”
Cole asked.

“Ah was there fer
lunch.”

“Nice.”

“Talked to Josh.”

Cole swallowed hard.
“Did you? How is he?”

Shaun looked at him
sideways. “Theur should kin. ‘e says tha left t’ other night wi’ a
young lady. Estacia.”

“Wow. You really have
quite the network of spies.”

“Cole, it’s theur
life but doan start summat else afore breakin’ clean with Mason.
It’s nawt reight.”

Cole looked into
Shaun’s concerned eyes. Shaun knew him so well. “She’s just a
friend, Shaun. We met accidentally. Shared a table last night
because the pub was crowded.”

“Josh says ‘e saw
theur leave wi’ ‘er,”

“We did. We walked to
the park at Lonsdale Square and sat and talked for a moment then I
walked her home. That’s it.”

Shaun looked at him
carefully. “Thas seeing her again?” He asked.

Am I really that
easy to read? “I am. Sunday night we’re meeting at the pub
again. Is that Ok, mum?” Cole chuckled.

Shaun didn’t laugh.
“Cole, think carefully about givin’ Mason ‘nother chance.”

Cole took a deep
breath. He was beginning to choke up. He dabbed his eyes with a
napkin. “Oh, fuck, Shaun. I think about it every day. I made a mess
of this the day I left. I should have stayed and believe me, I have
been begging any god that will listen to bring her to me but right
now, I don’t see how and I’m not sure she wants me to come back to
her.”

Shaun couldn’t answer
him. He didn’t want Cole to know he’d talked to Mason but now he
knew he was doing the right thing, trying to bring them back
together. “Jus’ doan ‘urt Estacia in t’ process.”

“Nah. Seriously. I
think she’s interested in Josh. I’m just a pastime.”

“Wup?”

“Well, Josh has been
talking to her nearly every day, but he hasn’t moved so last night,
she left with me. Trust me. It’s nothing.”

Shaun sighed. “Hm, Ah
get it. Just be careful, cocker.” He looked at his watch. “Let’s
gerrum shut eye.”

“Right. I’ll get this
cleaned up.”

As Cole crawled into
bed, he touched the friendship lamp again. If only Shaun knew
how much I miss you. His phone buzzed. He was surprised to see
it was Estacia.

-Are you awake?-



-Hi. I am. Are you
alright?-



-I am. Mum’s gone to bed.
I’m not tired yet. Wyd?-



-Just scrolling my phone.
I’m in bed but not tired.-



-So, did you eat?-



-I did. Shaun made toad in
the hole. It was very good.-



-You’re lucky to have a
roomie who cooks.-



-LOL! I normally cook but
why do you care?-



-Oh, sorry. I don’t mean to
overstep.-



-Sorry, I mean, it’s lovely
that you were concerned that I'd eaten.-



- :) Just my nature, I
suppose.-



-Darling, it’s getting
late.-



-Bit early for Darling,
innit?-



-Sorry. You’re right.
Estacia, get to bed!-



-LOL! I will do. Thanks for
the chat.-



-Of course :) –



 


Estacia was beginning
to understand. He wasn’t over his New York girl yet. He’d made the
odd slip and got too familiar. She put her phone on her nightstand.
This wasn’t going to go anywhere. She didn’t want to be a rebound,
but she was lonely, and it seemed nice to have someone around.
Guess I’ll ride this as far as it goes.

Cole walked into the
Drapers promptly at 2000 Sunday night. He looked around and didn’t
see Estacia. So much for that. He sat at a back table where
Josh came by.

“How is ya?”

“Good, Josh. How are
you?”

“Not bad. You
expectin' company?”

“Well, I was supposed
to meet Estacia, but I guess I’ve been stood up,” he chuckled.

“Text her?”

Cole looked at him
closely. “Josh. Have a seat.”

“Just a minute,” Josh
said and headed behind the bar. He returned with two glasses and
two Guinness.

“Thanks,” Cole said.
“Josh, you know Estacia is interested in you, right?”

“Naw, she don’t fancy
me. She just likes to talk. Lonely, right? So, she comes in ‘ere ta
gab.”

“Fair enough,” Cole
said, figuring he may have called this completely wrong. “I felt
things go off with you the other night and I apologise if I was
abrupt.” He looked at his friend with something of a heartfelt
affection. “Josh, you took really good care of me all these years
and I’m not going to let a girl come between us. I’m in no
condition to do that anyway.”

“Aww, that's sweet of
ya, luv,” he chuckled. “Cole, seriously. She’s a nice girl but I
believe that stuff comes and goes in life. What’s meant to stay,
stays and what’s not, goes away. The tricky bit is if it comes back
around. That’s what makes you think.”

Cole sat stunned by
the depth of this particular enlightenment. Josh finished his beer
just as Estacia approached the table. “Aye, Stacie! Have a seat
‘ere,” he said as he stood. “What are ya drinking?”

“Thank ye, Josh,” she
said sweetly. “I’ll ‘ave a Guinness too,” she said, smiling at
Cole.

“Right back,” Josh
said.

Cole paused for a
moment to take her in. She had a perpetual carefree air about her.
Her dark wavy hair was always loose and flowing around her face.
Her dresses were simplistic in style. Tonight, she'd chosen a dark
blue cotton A line that complemented her very slender figure. She
always wore a classic flat shoe. Her makeup tonight was merely
basic foundation with a little shimmer on her cheeks which brought
out the dark violet of her eyes. Cole found her rather easy style
charming, and he smiled at her warmly as he took her hand.

“Hey, you! How was
your trip?” Cole asked.

“Oh, mum’s canny. She
don’t want me ta come too often because it’s so far awy but I worry
about her bein’ alone.”

“I can understand
that. Is she lonely?” Cole asked.

“I don’t think so,”
she said thoughtfully.

“Are you? Is that why
you go so often?”

She looked into his
eyes and saw a sweet compassion. “Maybe. Aren’t yee?”

I am. Christ, yes,
I am. “Sometimes,” he said quietly as he took a long look into
her beautiful violet eyes. Can we get out of here? Please?
He was letting his thoughts get ahead of him.

“What do ye do about
it?” She asked, gently placing her hand over his.

He was trying to
resist the shiver that lay just under his skin, but he couldn’t.
She was pressing in, and his pain and deep yearning made him almost
willing to submit to her. He turned his hand over and placed his
fingertips on her wrist. He didn’t even have to apply much pressure
to feel her pulse racing and his wasn’t far behind. He could feel
the blood pounding in his head and elsewhere. Her pupils were
dilated, and he could hear her breathing getting slightly
faster.

“I don’t do this,
Estacia,” he said, his words catching in his throat. “What we're
feeling now. I can't.”

“Oh,” she whispered,
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be forward. There’s just…”

“Something. I know,”
he said. “Are you hungry?”

“Not really,” she
said.

“Can we get out of
here? Let's go somewhere else and maybe talk for a while, somewhere
less crowded.”

“Aye, please,” she
said softly.

“Wait for me
outside,” Cole said, standing. She stood as well then headed for
the door.

Cole paid the tab and
met her outside. “I uh…I have a shop close by,” he said
tentatively. “Maybe we can nip in there for a chat?”

“Ay, that sounds
areet,” she said. She looked at him carefully. He seemed pensive.
“Whas wrong?”

“It’s um…rather,
uh…adult…in nature but would you mind? My office is in the back of
the store…”

She laughed. “Adult
store, eh?” She giggled. “It’s fine. I'm not bothered, though I
didn't really figure you for that. If there’s a nice place ta sit
amongst the naughtiness, I’d like ta talk wi ye fer a while.”

They walked a few
blocks and arrived at Cole’s shop. He took out his keys and opened
the door for her and locked it behind them.

She walked further in
as he turned on a few lights. Her eyes widened as she looked
around. Everything felt a little foreign to her, but she felt like
he was trustworthy in his word that they were just there to talk.
She took a longer look around. She expected to see some lingerie,
DVDs, and maybe some toys but this was something else.

There was a checkout
counter straight in from the entrance. To the left was a small area
with some cafe seating. The chairs and tables were very sleek and
modern. Beyond were a few sales racks filled with various
kink-related items, cuffs, body straps, ropes, floggers, and crops.
Along the back wall, to the right of the checkout was a small drink
order counter and preparation area. The color scheme was a
beautiful, relaxing lavender and teal. The floors were polished
concrete and to the right of the drink counter was a door.

“I know it's a bit
off the beaten path but are you still Ok being here with me?” He
asked with a smile.

“Aye, but why did ye
want ta come here?” She asked, smiling back at him.

“Really, I just
wanted a quiet place to talk, not the park, not the pub. Shaun’s
home and I’m not going to ask to go to your place…”

“Hey, it’s Ok, but,
um...what's next?”

He looked into her
eyes again. He truly adored their depth but somehow, he didn’t get
lost in them, not like… “Would you like some coffee?” He asked.

She giggled. “Yes, I
would.”

“Give me a minute,”
he said, smiling. He went behind the counter and quickly whipped up
two lattes. He came back and handed her one. “Come with me,” he
said. He led her through the door into the back room, turning off
the lights behind him.

As she walked through
the door, she saw to her left a large wooden door, standing open
and beyond she could see a fairly large dungeon, replete with
swings, suspension bars, frames, cages and other apparatus she’d
never seen before. He motioned her to a small seating area on the
right with two comfortable chairs. She set her coffee on the table
between them and relaxed into one of the chairs. The atmosphere was
comfortable and quiet. The lighting in this area was dim. The same
relaxing lavender and teal color scheme continued into this room
and a thick dark area rug set this space apart.

He smiled at her as
he sat opposite in the other chair. “Are you comfortable,
Estacia?”

“I am,” she smiled.
“I just want ye ta know, I know what this is, all this, but I’m not
really interested in it.”

“I thought as much,”
he said, chuckling. “That's why I thought it might be alright to
come and talk here.”

“Aye, it's fine. It’s
quiet,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Ooh. This is really good,”
she said, taking another longer pull.

“I do alright with
coffee…and I'm a pretty good cook too,” he said, smiling.

“Are ye now? I
thought Shaun did the cookin'.”

He considered that
for a moment. Since he'd been back, Shaun had really been lovely
about stepping in to cook and making his life a little easier. It
had given him time to mourn, time to think. He looked back at
Estacia. She's sweet and kind but…what the fuck am I doing here,
with her, what is this?

“So, what did ye want
ta talk about?”

“You. I just wanted
some place we could talk openly. No innuendo, no flirting, just
talk. I…just wanted a nice space. Well, as nice as it can be, I
guess,” he said chuckling.

She laughed. “Well,
ye’ve picked a reet odd place but don’t worry. I like it.”

He laughed. “I’m
glad. I’m sorry. The atmosphere in the pub was too heady, too many
people.”

The conversation he’d
wanted to flow easily just wasn’t, but he thought maybe he just
needed to try harder.

“So, this is your
shop?”

“Yes, but it’s not
really just what it looks like. It’s meant to educate people who
are curious about this lifestyle. It’s a safe space where people
can come and ask questions and learn how to use things
properly.”

“What makes ye an
expert?”

“Oh, well, I don’t
know if anyone is really an expert, but I’ve been in this for a
while, made it a point to learn as much as possible and always put
safety first which I found lacking in most communities. It’s why I
opened this place.”

“Ah, I can see where
that would be really important. So, is this summat ye like ta do?”
She gestured towards the dungeon.

He smiled, “I do. In
some ways, it’s a necessary part of my life.”

She giggled,
nervously. “I’ve seen a little and heard some things, but I
wouldn’t know where ta start. I guess I just like things ta be
easy. My last relationship was pretty uncomplicated.”

“Do you want to tell
me about that?” He eagerly jumped at the opportunity to talk with
her about something deeper than pork pies.

She paused for a
moment. Interestin' he didn’t just ask me about it. She
would sometimes allow herself the odd moment to remember her ex but
the pain was always lurking in the background and if she stayed too
long in the past, she'd just end up sad for a week or two. “Well, I
don't talk about it much but what the 'ell. I'm in the mood,” she
chuckled and sipped once more on her coffee. “Aye. ‘E was someone I
met through a friend. 'E was nice, pleasant, kind, and very
considerate. We were in LOVE. Oh, madly in love,” she said, smiling
at the memory. “But ‘e was from a really good family.”

“What’s wrong with
that?” Cole asked.

“Because I’m not. My
family is plain. Never 'ad much. Dad never wanted much. Just a job
where 'e could put in an honest day's work and me mum.”

“There's not really
much more you can ask out of life, is there,” Cole reflected.

“I think so and my
man was happy with just us. Never 'ad to do a lot to be happy
together…but ‘is mum didn’t like me, at least not as a wife for ‘er
son.”

“So, he left you for
his mum?”

“No, oh 'e would have
never done…no…I let ‘im go,” she said quietly.

“Wup? I don’t get it.
You left him?”

“I gave ‘im
permission to move on, Cole. There’s a difference,” she said
philosophically.

He pulled on his
coffee. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I just told
‘im that our relationship wasn’t ever going ta be as good as it
could be so long as we had problems with his mum. I told 'im
marryin' someone ‘e didn’t love as much but who ‘is mum liked would
be better than what we could even hope for, if that makes sense.
Happiness should be through the whole family. With ‘is mum not
likin’ me, there would always be that unhappiness there and I
didn’t want that.”

Cole took a moment to
process this. She was a refreshing fount of wisdom and for her
youth, he was surprised she was so emotionally mature. He leaned
forward and took her hand. “That’s amazing, Estacia. Simply
amazing.” He was warming up to her down to earth nature. “It must
have hurt you terribly.”

“Aye, it did. I knew
‘e would be better off but, oh, it killed me,” she said, squeezing
his hand. “It put me off dating for a long time.”

“And yet here we
are,” Cole said, smiling.

“When I moved to
London, I thought, maybe try it again. I met Josh but I think ‘e’s
just a friend. Still nice to talk to when I feel alone. I surely
never thought ta stop in ‘ere,” she laughed.

Cole laughed with
her. He brought her hand to his lips. “I’m glad the pub was so
crowded the night we met, luv. I want to keep getting to know
you.”

“But,” she said. She
had that same expectant look…

His mind flashed back
to the day at Mason’s apartment. But nothing.

“Nothing. I’m just
letting you know that you now have another someone to talk to. Text
me, call me when you need to.”

“Aye, that’s sweet,
Cole,” she said kindly. “I’m glad too.”

He looked at his
watch. “It’s getting late. What do you want to do?”

“What are my
options?” She asked.

“I can take you home
or we can stay here, talk until our tongues get tired.” he
chuckled.

She smiled, looking
slightly confused. “I need ta get ‘ome. Work tomorrow.”

He stood up, taking
her hand, he helped her stand, stepping close to her. He looked
into her eyes and ran one finger softly down her rounded cheek.
“Estacia…may I kiss you?” He asked, softly.

“Wey aye,” she
whispered and tilted her face up.

Cole brushed her long
brown hair back and kissed her forehead, letting his lips linger
just a bit. He pulled her close for a hug and she wrapped her arms
around his waist. His body had been craving this kind of affection
for weeks and yet when he pulled back from her, he felt like
something was sorely missing. He looked back into her eyes. “Thank
you, luv.”

She giggled. “Not
what I expected but…thank you too. That was nice.”

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Mason hadn’t slept
much in nearly two months. She’d had a few more conversations with
Shaun but, even though she knew he wouldn’t lie to her, something
told her Cole might be moving away from wanting to reconcile. Some
days she thought maybe she should do the same. Let it go for the
sake of her own sanity. Every day she continued to hope things
would get a little better but every night, all she thought of was
him, the lack of his presence in her house and how it felt so
terribly empty since he left.

This particular
morning, she was exceedingly tired. Tired of missing Cole, tired of
living in this house that didn’t feel like home, tired of being
surrounded by belongings she despised. As she showered and got
ready for work, she thought about how much she’d grown to hate this
house. As happy as she’d been to find it and get it on short
notice, now she loathed the space even though she’d shared some
truly wonderful times with Cole here. It was the first place they’d
made love. He’d taken to tinkering, fixing the odd thing, making
sure the pool and hot tub were clean and above all, keeping her
safe. At this point, even those sweet memories couldn’t override
the fear and sadness of the last miserable day he’d spent here.

“Hey Lynnie. How ya
feeling?” Jay asked as he lightly knocked on her open office
door.

She looked up and
smiled. “I guess I’m Ok,” she said quietly. Jay hadn't called her
“Lynnie” in a long time. When he was worried about her, he used her
middle name like that, as a term of endearment.

“I’ve seen bigger
smiles but not lately, so I’ll take it,” Jay said smiling.

An idea that she’d
been barely considering came to the front of her mind and she
really needed his advice. “I can’t promise anything,” she chuckled.
“Hey, do you have a minute?”

“For you, always,” he
said. “What’s on your mind?” He sat across from her.

“It’s the house.”

“Is something wrong
with it? I can have one of our guys…”

“No, no,” she said,
“There’s nothing wrong. No repairs needed or anything.” She paused.
He’s gonna think I’m crazy but here goes. “I wanna sell
it.”

Jay’s eyes widened.
“Run that by me again? You just moved into it.”

“I know. I…yes,
you’re right,” she said, “and I bet you’re thinking this is because
of Cole and if so, you’re also right.”

Jay looked into her
eyes. She was serious and he wanted to continue with caution.
“Mason, you know it’s never a good idea to make financial decisions
this big after a breakup. Getting a dog or even buying a car is
fine as an emotional purchase but selling your house?”

“Jay,” she said
quietly, “I can’t sleep there. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep
in two months. I just…I can’t keep trying anymore and I don’t think
I’ll ever be able to recover if I stay there.”

Jay sighed. “I can
help you sell it, of course. Did you make any improvements since
you’ve been there?”

“Not really, but I
can remodel the kitchen and bathrooms if you think it’ll help.”

“I don’t think it
matters since houses in that neighborhood sell fast,” he said,
pausing to think about the next step. “Not sure if you’ll get what
you paid.”

She looked at him
perplexed. “You don’t think I’ll get seven fifty?”

Jay’s jaw dropped.
“You only paid seven fifty? The listing on that house was one point
two mil.”

She looked at him,
still a little confused. “I made a full cash offer, and they took
it.”

Jay just stared for a
minute, in disbelief. He shook his head, chuckling. “Well, you
should easily get well over that with just some paint…so that’s
that. Have you given any thought to where you want to move to?”

She closed her eyes
for a moment. He’s gonna think this is even crazier but let’s
light this candle. “Brooklyn.”

Jay raised his brows.
“Back to Brooklyn. That should be fairly easy…”

“Back to my old
apartment,” she interrupted.

Jay stopped. “That’s
not gonna be possible, sweetie.”

“Why?” Mason
asked.

“Put simply, that
building has been re-zoned commercial only.”

“It was commercial
when I lived there. What does that matter?”

“It was all
apartments when you lived there which were residential.”

“So, what is it
now?”

“As I said, It’s
commercial. C5, I’m pretty sure.”

Mason thought
carefully for a few moments. “C5 is commercial but allows for an
adjacent residential.” She paused. “Do you know what’s going on
with that building?” She asked.

“Mason, is it really
that important?” Jay asked gently. “There are a LOT of nice
apartments…”

“It has to be this
one.” She looked at him defiantly.

“I’m just trying to
look out for you,” Jay cautioned her. “People make incredibly
stup…unwise financial decisions during times of stress.”

She thought for a
moment. Her reasoning wasn’t exactly sound, and she knew that, but
this could be another kind of opportunity. “Ok,” she relented,
“Maybe it won't work but can we just look?”

Jay took out his
cellphone, “Let me make a call.”

Mason turned to her
PC and started looking up the schematics for the Brooklyn building.
She was contemplating its age. A remodel of the apartment will
be mandatory…

“Ok, Mason,” Jay
started, “You might be in luck. The building was purchased by a
development group about two weeks after you moved out. They’ve
remodeled all the floors except the penthouse into offices. There
are some cosmetic things that need to be finished but basically,
it’s about a month from being ready to lease space. The development
group was showing it and got five tenants then ran out of money.
They aren’t willing to finish it and are trying to sell the
building, as is, by the way.”

She pulled at her
coffee. “Are the tenants still in?”

“Yep. They've been
told there would be a six-month delay, but none have backed out.”
Jay said.

“Why six months?” She
asked.

“I'm not sure but if
I put myself in their place, I would be estimating three months to
find a buyer and give the new owner time to finish everything.”

Mason was cautiously
happier than she’d been in quite a while. “Well, maybe we can
shorten that waiting time. What are we looking at for price?”

“Mason,” Jay said
apprehensively, “This is as is. If there's any problems, it'll be
on you. Additionally, the building can’t be split. If you buy this,
you become a landlord. Are you ready to manage an office
building?”

Mason thought about
it. “You mean just the real estate side?”

“Yes, taking rents,
managing infrastructure, security, utilities,” Jay said. “It's a
hell of a lot.”

Mason considered all
of the responsibility. “It would mean leaving here, wouldn't it,
Jay,” she said thoughtfully.

He paused, thinking
hard. Losing Mason could hurt the firm and losing her behind
something fairly small, like this, didn't make sense to him. “We
could consider making a management arrangement if you wanted to
continue with the firm. Of course, you'd still be a partner…”

She thought hard
about the obligations.

Jay was thinking just
as hard. “Mason, if you really want to do this, Ben and I will work
something out. He's not going to want you to leave, and I don't
either. It wouldn't be good.”

She had concerns but
foremost in her mind, she had a small vision of bringing Cole back
to the place where it all began for them, and it was too enticing
to question anything further. “Jay, I think I can do it maybe with
some kind of management arrangement, I dunno.”

“Alright but let us
worry about that,” he said.

“What are we looking
at for price?” She asked.

Jay looked into her
eyes. She was determined. “He means that much?”

“He does,” she said
quietly. She cleared her throat and spoke more firmly, “but as I
think about it, this is also a good opportunity for all of us if it
checks out so…win-win.”

“I’ll make a call and
we’ll go look at it.”

 



CHAPTER 9

 


Cole sat in the park,
absently looking through his phone. Ten unanswered messages from
Mason.

Why not just
answer? You can't fuck it up any more than it already is. It
was his demon. Always the one to make him doubt both sides at
once.

Ah, demon, you don't
give me enough credit and I'm not giving you the satisfaction. I
will do in my own time.

“Y'aareet?” Cole
heard Estacia's sweet, concerned question from a few steps away. He
looked up to see her smiling, walking his way in a lovely pastel
pink gingham dress. The full skirt fluttered in the light breeze
and, with her hair flowing behind her and her fresh, bare face, it
struck him that she looked like she might have just walked out of
the hundred acre wood after helping Pooh remove his snout from a
honey jar. He giggled quietly at the thought.

It was an unusually
warm, sunny afternoon and he was thinking a snack and some wine in
the park near his flat might just spark some good conversation,
something that had been sorely and discouragingly lacking between
them.

“I am. You look
beautiful today, my dear. It's good to see you again.” He stood up
and offered his hand. She didn't take it. He took an uneasy breath.
He had begun to feel increasingly nervous around her. Normally he
connected fairly well with people, but Estacia was a “rum 'un” as
Shaun would say. They’d been spending the odd evening together, but
conversations had become uncomfortably strained and he felt like
Estacia was drifting away. The last evening they were together,
he’d got the distinct impression that she would have rather been
anywhere else than with him. Still, he wanted to keep trying for
some reason that even he couldn’t identify. Her actions spoke
volumes over her words, but he couldn’t reckon it up. If she’s
so disinterested, why keep seeing me at all.

She smiled at him and
looked around the park. “It's a lovely day, Cole. Thank you for
asking me out here. It's very nice. Not too crowded, aye.”

“Not at all,” he
said, grinning. “I've made sandwiches,” he said, opening the basket
that was sitting between them. “Wine?” He began filling two plastic
cups.

She laughed. “Wine in
the park sounds perfect.” She took the cup from him and a rather
large sandwich. She raised her brows peering into the depths of the
parchment wrapper.

“Roast beef with
provolone and horseradish,” he said proudly. “I told you I could
cook.”

“I'm impressed,” she
giggled. “No cheddar?”

Lacey's been
getting that mature cheddar you like. “I do like a mature
cheddar, but this allows the roast beef to be a star,” he said, a
bit dramatically. “What do you think?”

She took a bite.
“Cole, this is grand,” she said sweetly.

“You like it?” He
grinned.

“It's lovely. You're
quite the cook,” she giggled.

Cole laughed, “Thank
you, chef.”

She looked at him a
little confused, but she politely laughed it off.

He was a bit
disappointed that she'd missed the reference but let it go. They
finished the meal, with the small talk never quite evolving. “So,
what's next for Estacia?” He asked her.

“What d'ye mean?”

“Job, love, future.
Where are you headed in this wonderful life?” He asked with a
gentle smile.

She laughed lightly.
“I don't know exactly. I like my job. I tek care of mum and I'm
very thankful for what I hev,” she said. She looked at him
carefully. “I think I'd like ta find a nice fella and settle down,
spend my life tekin' care of someone who really loves me.” She
smiled shyly.

“Ahh, that sounds
lovely,” he said, reaching out to brush a stray bit of hair from
her face. She pulled back slightly. He smiled, pensively, wondering
would she ever be receptive to his touch if he stayed with her.

They stumbled through
some more awkward conversation and eventually, Cole grew weary of
the strain. He was somewhat relieved when she finally looked at her
watch. “Cole, I need ta get home. Thank you for a lovely dinner,
though.”

He smiled kindly at
her as he stood up, re-packed the picnic basket and picked it up.
“Of course. Come on, luv. I'll walk you. It'll be nice. We can walk
and talk,” he said hopefully.

“Oh, nah, ye don't
need to.” She saw his crestfallen expression. “Walk me to the bus
stop across the park?”

He grinned. “Ok.”
They walked to the bus stop, and he worked to keep up the
conversation as he waited with her. She waved to him as she
boarded, and he ran his hand through his hair as he turned back
towards his flat.

As he walked, he
thought hard about where this relationship with Estacia wasn't
going. He didn't want to fail again but was he pushing in with the
wrong person out of loneliness? A loneliness he could maybe rectify
if he'd just call…he felt a nudge on the picnic basket as he walked
and he looked down.

“Brie,” he said,
laughing. He set the basket down and knelt to give her ear
scritches as she continued to investigate the aromas emanating from
within the picnic basket. Cole looked up and saw Jim
approaching.

“Cole, good to see
you,” he said, extending his hand. Cole stood and shook his hand,
ultimately pulling him in for a hug.

“Jim! It's always
good to see you and Brie.” He looked down to see Brie plucking out
a bit of roast beef from the basket and enjoying it on the grass.
He patted her head. “You earned that, good girl,” he chuckled. He
looked back at Jim. “Out for a walk?”

Jim laughed a bit
nervously. “Yes. Didn't expect it to be a dinner outing,” he said.
“Apologies for Brie. She's a bit bold today.”

“Ah, not a problem.
Leftovers.”

Jim looked at Cole
carefully. If ever a man looked like he needed a friend, it was him
and now. “Would you like to sit and chat for a while?” Jim asked,
motioning to the bench.

Cole looked around.
It was getting on evening but a chat with Jim sounded relaxing to
him. He smiled, welcomingly. “I live just over there. Would you
like some dinner? I'd be happy to put something together for
you.”

Jim looked down at
Brie who was licking her snoot. “Sure. I'll have what she's
having,” he chuckled.

Shaun had gone to the
pub for the evening, but he'd left a pot of hearty chicken veg
soup. Cole placed a tureen of it in front of Jim with a baguette
and a healthy glass of white wine. He poured himself a glass and
sat down with a small baguette.

“You're not eating?”
Jim asked.

“I just had a
sandwich in the park. Can't resist a baguette with wine, though,”
Cole chuckled.

“Are you getting them
at the bakery there off Marylebone Road, Bell Street? Irene?”

“That's exactly the
one. After you told me about the pastries, I had to try it,” Cole
said and got up from the table. “Everything there is delicious.
Hey, I have a toy for Brie that I got some time ago. May I give it
to her?” He asked, grabbing a rubber chew toy from the top of the
fridge.

“Of course! She’ll
love it. Roast beef and a new toy? You’re spoiling my bitch,” Jim
laughed.

Brie walked over to
Cole and politely sat, extending a paw for the obligatory shake. He
laughed as he shook paws and gave her the toy. Brie happily trotted
off to the couch to enjoy her new chew.

Jim watched Cole as
he playfully patted Brie. He seemed to truly need the unconditional
acceptance and affection from her but what is really going on
with him? “I saw you waiting with a young lady at the bus
stop,” he ventured. “Is that what’s keeping you in London?”

“No, not at all. We
met at the pub, and we’ve had a few outings but it’s not clicking,
really. She’s a friend I suppose, but nothing that’s keeping me
here, per se.”

“What is keeping you
here, then? You seemed to be really looking forward to returning to
New York the first time we spoke.”

Cole looked at him
carefully. Jim was always impeccably well-dressed, well put
together. Cole figured him as directed, sophisticated, and
confident. He was very much the “normal” that everyone always
wanted Cole to be. He seemed mature and focused but above all, Cole
got the distinct impression he was quite trustworthy.

“May I be completely
honest?” Cole asked, evenly.

Jim looked up at him.
“I see something in your eyes today, Cole. I know we’ve only
chatted in the park now and then but today, I get the distinct
feeling that you really need a friend,” he said sincerely. “More
than just a romp with Brie,” he chuckled. “I wouldn’t have come if
I wasn’t ready to lend a willing ear. Please go on.”

Jim’s gentle smile
and kind words gave Cole the reassurance that he was indeed
reaching out to help.

“You know I spent a
lot of time in New York. I met an amazing, wonderful woman there.
Mason. She’s really something special. We met in such an odd way,
but we seemed to hit it off and from the first day, I wanted to
spend every available minute with her.” He paused, recalling the
early moments, where everything was new and sweet. “Anyway,
something went terribly wrong, very suddenly and I don’t know…” He
looked away, thoughtfully.

“What do you think
you don’t know?”

Cole looked back at
Jim. He was grateful for his kind patience. “Good question. I don’t
know who’s to blame, I guess,” he said.

“Why is that
important?” Jim asked, calmly.

“I suppose I need to
know what to apologise for?”

“Cole, without
knowing what’s happened, let me start with this. Do you want to fix
that relationship or are you simply looking for closure?”

Closure? Christ
no. Cole felt a tear starting at the mere thought of saying
good-bye to Mason permanently. Jim offered him a napkin. “I’m
sorry, Jim,” he said, trying to recover. “I don’t mean to come
apart like this.” He tried a light laugh in an attempt to belay his
tears.

“Hey,” Jim said
softly, patting his shoulder. “It’s Ok. Let’s just talk it
out.”

Cole took a deep
breath. “I want to fix it, Jim. I don’t know where to start.”

Jim looked at him,
slightly perplexed. “Where is she now?”

“New York.”

“Well, that won’t do,
will it? She needs to be here, or you need to be there.”

Cole laughed, “True.
Logistics are a challenge right now.”

Jim smiled gently.
“Cole, do you want my advice?”

“Absolutely, I
do.”

“Just from my
fourteen thousand foot view, if the relationship with the girl from
today isn’t serving you, you need to drop it. Altogether.”

Cole nodded. “It’s
actually good to hear you say that. It confirms my own
feelings.”

“I figured as much. I
saw how frustrated you looked after you saw her off and, really,
she’s just a distraction, isn’t she. Something to concentrate on so
you don’t have to think about what you really need to be doing,”
Jim said.

This hit Cole hard.
Jim was unnervingly speaking the truth that Cole had been avoiding.
“Which is?” Cole asked, evenly.

“Which is you need
Mason around you again. Whether you get there or, if she’s willing,
you bring her here, she needs to be with you. It’s like me and
Brie, for example. If I want to talk to Brie, train her,
communicate with her, we need to be in the same space, if that
makes sense.”

Cole smiled. He felt
like a Labrador himself sometimes, goofy, playful, but right now,
where Mason was concerned, mostly needy. “What you’re saying makes
a lot of sense.”

Jim continued,
“Third, you need to make a plan for how that’s going to happen, and
that’s my assignment to you, Mister,” Jim chuckled. “Seriously. Get
to work on that and you’ll start to feel better and see things more
clearly.”

Suddenly, Cole
realised Jim was right. So much of what he was doing, and feeling
was likely rooted in his lack of direction. “I will do. I’ve always
considered that I was very self-aware, but I certainly haven’t felt
that way since I came back,” he said. “Thank you for being so kind
and talking with me. I really appreciate it.”

“Any time, and I mean
that sincerely,” Jim said.

“May I ask you,” Cole
started, “Are you married? Do you have family around?”

“Not married. I have
a wonderful partner. My brothers live nearby, and we see each other
usually weekly.”

“Oh, that sounds
lovely! My sisters are in Cardiff. I’m always so busy but we try to
stay in touch,” he lied. “I mostly just have Shaun.”

“Ah yes, the Viking
who lives here,” Jim said, laughing. “We've met a few times in the
park. Brie introduces me to lots of people.”

Cole laughed. “That's
Shaun. He always watched the flat when I would travel so
eventually, I told him to just move in here.”

“What happens if you
move to New York?”

This was a huge
question to process. Move to New York? “Right, then, Shaun
finally gets his own place, I guess.”

“You let him know he
can always call on me as well,” Jim said. He looked at his watch.
“Cole, I must leave you. I have to pick up some things at my
brother’s and get home.” He stood up and Brie immediately came to
his side.

“Of course.” Cole
rose and walked to the door. “Jim, it’s been lovely. I truly
appreciate your time and compassion. Please come by anytime. You’re
always welcome,” Cole smiled as he opened the door.

“It was my pleasure.
Thank you for the lovely dinner. Look after yourself, hey? You will
be seeing us again.” He hugged Cole close and patted him on the
back. “Make the plan and stick to it. Things will work out,” he
said smiling.

“I will do. Good
night, Jim.”

Cole watched as Jim
and Brie walked into the park. His mind had already started to
churn with ideas on how to get Mason into his space. He went back
inside to clean up and devise a plan.

 



CHAPTER 10

 


Mason slid her key
card in the elevator. She looked at Jay and took a deep breath.

“The offices were
good,” she said, glancing at the notes on her tablet. “Just the
bathrooms and two conference rooms need to be finished. All of the
Ethernet jacks are functioning. What else?” She asked, scrolling
through. “Carpeting looked good except for the lobby. I think I
want to do tile in there anyway…”

“Whoa, there,” Jay
said. “You don’t own the place yet.”

She cocked that one
brow at him, just as the doors to the penthouse opened. She turned,
anxious to see what kind of state it was in.

Everything was
barren. There was no furniture, not one piece of decor. Empty walls
and floors were all that remained and yet in her mind she could
clearly see the ghosts of this space exactly as it was the night
she first brought Cole here, the sunken living room containing the
large, overstuffed sofa that they’d slept on, the small dining
table that had sat to the left of the elevator. She could see the
barstool under the counter and the small table where the puzzle had
lain. The gorgeous view through the windows was still just as
breathtaking and she yearned to share it with him again. The
privacy blinds were still in place and the kitchen where he’d
cooked for her was still…avocado green. That’s gonna have to
change.

She walked back the
hall and checked out the bathrooms and bedrooms. Little had
changed, though everything was covered in dust from the lack of
occupancy. She began to feel a sense of urgency to start finding
her way back to Cole.

She turned to Jay,
who’d been watching her taking in the entire space. He had the
impression she was mentally sinking into every memory she and Cole
had made here. He knew what was coming but he also knew, once she
made her decision, he was going to have to scramble to keep her at
the firm. “Thoughts?” He asked.

“How fast can we do
this?”

 



CHAPTER 11

 


“Nathen, cocker. 'Ow
was theur day?” Shaun was finishing a stew for their dinner.

Cole hung his keys
next to the door and set his bags on the counter. He pulled out a
bottle of wine and started to open it. “I found this merlot at the
shop near work. I hope it’s good,” he chuckled, “The day was good.
This app is coming along. I think it’s going to help our teams a
lot.”

“Dis t’app from t’
job in New York?”

“Yeah,” Cole
paused.

“Y’Ok?” Shaun
asked.

“I guess. It’s just
that everything I’m pouring into this, everything I learned during
that time is permanently entwined with Mason. I’m happy when I’m
working because I’m thinking of those early moments, the first
touches, the late-night conversations that made me yearn to get
more and more of her into my life…sorry. I don’t mean to wax
rhapsodic.”

Shaun plated up two
large soup tureens with stew and put them on the table with a
baguette. “Ah'm used to it,” he chuckled. He looked at Cole
thoughtfully. “Shi is t' one, innit.”

Cole put two glasses
of wine on the table and sat down. “Yes, she is but I don’t know if
I’ll ever actually have her.”

Shaun sat down and
pulled hard on the wine as he leveled a stern look at Cole.

“What?” Cole
asked.

“‘Ave tha still been
seein’ Estacia?”

“I have. I’m seeing
her tonight.”

Shaun knew the
difference. He hadn’t met Estacia in the weeks Cole had been seeing
her, but he knew. “Shi’s a distraction, Cole,” he said.

Cole looked up. “Bold
of you to assume…”

“Ah'm assumin’ nowt,”
Shaun said. He was getting a bit frustrated with Cole’s reticence.
“Theur need ta fettle gerrin back ta Mason.”

“Do I? Maybe I should
just go on with Estacia. She’s a nice girl. Sweet and
accommodating,” Cole shot back.

“Bullshit. Ah’m no
sayin’ shi isn’t. But theur ain’t bin as 'appy as theur wor wi'
Mason.” Shaun wasn’t going to let him get away with avoiding his
responsibility to Mason. He wanted them back together but if Cole
wasn’t going to do that, Shaun was determined that he wasn’t going
to be the messenger to Mason. Cole would have to do his own dirty
work.

Shaun had him dead to
rights. “Yeah, you’re right,” he said, with a sigh. He stopped to
think for a minute before continuing. “It's not clicking with
Estacia. We've talked and we've had sparks but we're not
connecting. We don't laugh, you know. She's more serious, not
playful, really. That's what I miss most about Mason. I so miss the
connection…Mason and I, we almost won, Shaun. We almost…won.”

“Tha can't force it
with Estacia,” Shaun said softly, “and no matter 'ow much theur
miss it, it's naw t' same when it's t' wrong lass…What is it, Cole?
Why doan theur want ta call ‘er?”

Christ, I do.
Shaun had no idea how many nights he’d touched the friendship lamp
and waited for her text, just to make sure she still remembered. He
didn’t want her to forget him, but he hadn't yet worked out where
to go next.

“I fucked this up so
badly, Shaun. I should have stayed. I should have fucking stayed.
Her voice, asking me not to leave…I run it back every night. Why
didn’t I stay?”

“Aww, cocker, it doan
matter. Shi just wants theur ta come back. Gi’ ‘er some credit, fer
fucks sake.”

“I don’t think she’ll
forgive me, Shaun. If she didn’t, I wouldn’t blame her.” Cole was
beginning to feel frustrated with himself. He wasn’t getting on
with Estacia and he couldn’t get over Mason. He had to move forward
but he still had few ideas on how to get back to Mason.

Shaun acquiesced.
“Theur av ta do what's best. It's theur life. But tha'll ne're
forget about ‘er and tha kin that.”

Cole finished his
wine. “I know…and you're completely right,” he said thoughtfully.
He looked at his watch. “Leave the dishes in the sink, ay? I’m
going to meet Estacia.” Shaun looked at him doubtfully. “It's Ok,
my friend. I promise I'm going to do what's best.”

He went into the
bathroom. He looked closely at himself in the mirror, for probably
the first time in a while. His skin looked good, but his eyes
looked lifeless. Even he could see the sadness in them. He opened
the drawer in the vanity and decided to do some makeup. He did a
simple black liner and small wing that he smudged onto his lid at
the outer corner. He applied a little mascara and some tinted
moisturiser. Oh, but you don’t need the extensions. You have
natural long, perfectly curled lashes because…of course you do…
He closed his eyes to shake the memory and walked out.

Cole walked into the
pub and saw Estacia sitting at the bar. She was smiling, talking to
a couple sitting next to her. Josh was behind the bar washing
glasses and he waved at Cole as he walked up next to her. When she
looked at him, he leaned in to gently kiss her forehead. She didn’t
seem to enjoy this as much as Mason did but for him, it was a
simple gesture of caring and he needed someone to care for right
now. “It’s good to see you, luv,” he said, smiling sweetly. “How
was your day?”

Is he wearing
makeup? She normally bristled at Cole’s habit of kissing her
forehead and tonight she was especially averse to it. She returned
his smile but hers was a little tight. “It wasn’t too bad.
Y’areet?”

He sat down next to
her and signaled the barkeep. “Josh, a Guinness, please.” Josh
placed a glass and a Guinness in front of him. “I am,” he grinned
at her as he poured. “Work was good, and Shaun had a great stew
ready at home and now my evening is even better seeing you here.”
He brushed back a stray hair from her face.

She pulled away
slightly from him. “Ye’re lucky ta ‘ave ‘im. Best mates are ‘ard to
find.”

“What is it,
Estacia?” He asked softly. He could feel the separation in her
reactions. He didn't want to lose a friend, but he was tired of
fighting it.

“Oh, I’m nae really
used ta so much affection in public...I’m sorry, Cole,” she said,
squeezing his hand on the bar.

He smiled at her and
despite her words, he felt like she wasn’t happy about being with
him tonight. “I’m sorry, luv. I don’t want to overstep.” He looked
into the depths of her shining violet eyes. “It’s been so lovely
spending time with you.” The moment he said it, he wished
desperately that he was talking to Mason. There was something in
her eyes…a glimpse of something familiar and blessed that he
yearned for with every fiber of his being…but it wasn't
Estacia.

She saw his
reluctance. She’d been seeing it and tonight, she was in no mood to
draw this out any longer. “Has it really?” She asked. “Cole, I feel
like we’re not really gettin’ on. Not the way I’d like to…and
what’s this?” She dropped her voice to just above a whisper.
“Tonight, ye’re wearin’ makeup? I’m sorry, Cole,” she said
disapprovingly. “Ye’re a nice guy but as far as I'm concerned,
that’s not on.”

Josh looked up
quickly when he overheard her comment and he saw Cole flinch ever
so slightly. Josh could see he was stung. After all ‘e's been
through, ‘e don't deserve that.

Cole drew on his
beer. He looked at her stoically, but he was taken aback by her
comment. He took a deep breath and drank again, this time nearly
finishing it. “I suppose you’re right,” he said succinctly. It
wasn’t the first time he’d tried to be himself with someone and
been rejected. It still hurt but after the many times it had
happened, it wasn't too difficult for him to brush it off. “You
know, Estacia. I am who I am. I know not everyone will accept me
for that.” He paused until he had her full attention. “But I know
this. I deserve someone who has the capacity to do so…and there's
only been one.” He looked away from her stung expression and
signaled Josh with his card. “Josh, cash us out, please.”

Josh waved the card
aside. “You're on the house, mate,” he said, and as he walked away
Cole turned to her and spoke. “Estacia, it’s been a pleasure
meeting you. I hope you haven’t found me to be a waste of time,” he
said quietly.

“I'm sure I'll see
yeround.”

“Goodnight, Estacia.
Thank you, Josh,” he said politely. He nodded to Josh and walked
out.

Estacia looked at
Josh, but this time, she didn’t see the attraction in his eyes.
Instead of his welcoming smile, she saw a coarseness that was
unnerving. She swallowed hard.

“Might be best for ya
ta find another pub,” he said, as he cleaned a glass.

“Why?” She asked
nervously. “I thought we…were getting on…”

“‘E’s a good mate of
mine and what’s more, ‘e’s a good man,” Josh said.

“Man,” she scoffed.
“Is he, really?”

Josh looked at her
with disgust. “I don't really know you, Estacia, and now, I don’t
fancy gettin ta know ya t’all. Yer done 'ere, aye.” He turned his
back and walked away.

 



CHAPTER 12

 


Jay poked his head
into Mason's office as he tapped on the door. “Hey kiddo. How's it
going?”

“Hey, you,” she
smiled. “Come on in.” She suddenly realized she hadn't wanted to
smile for a while and today she felt free to.

“I haven't seen that
smile in a long time. I love it, sweetie,” he said, closing her
door.

“I feel pretty good
today. I feel a lot lighter,” she said, looking around
conspiratorially, “and I have a plan.”

Jay laughed.
“Alright. Bring it on.”

“Well, first, I have
a full cash offer on the house. 1.5 million.” She paused to see his
reaction.

“Whoa, girl. Have you
verified sources?” Jay asked, skeptically.

Mason fixed him with
that one cocked brow.

“Of course you have,”
Jay sighed. “When do you close?”

“This Friday. So,
I've got three days to get stuff out. It won't be much. ReStore
will be there Thursday and movers come on Friday.”

“Uhhh, where are they
moving your things to?”

She took a deep
breath. “Storage for now. I'm going to be in a hotel for a minute
and…I made an offer on the Brooklyn building.”

Jay looked into her
eyes. He could see she was completely serious. He swallowed hard.
“For how much?”

“Thirty million.” She
smiled, fairly proud of herself.

He looked at her
confused. “That's well below asking.”

“I did a little
research. They were asking forty, but they are only in about
twenty-five.”

“Smart,” Jay said,
smiling. “So…financing?”

“I have that approved
through Prestige Financial…”

“Hold up. Do you
still want to have us help with management? It would be a great
portfolio builder for the firm. I was hoping you'd consider
it.”

“Absolutely but
what's that got to do with financing?”

Jay looked through
his email on his phone. “Ben and I have been talking. Gimme one
minute,” he said, walking out.

Mason's phone lit
up.

 


-Are you Ok?-

 


-Yes. What do you want?-

 


-Just needed to know you're
safe-

 


-What about what I need-

 


-I think about that a
lot-

 


-Talk to me. Please.-

 


Nothing came back.
FUCK, this is so damn frustrating.

Jay walked back in.
“Ben wants to finance in house…kinda.”

“Are you kidding?”
She asked, incredulous.

“Mason, here’s our
proposal. We want to buy the building. We want to have you manage
it. You will get a one million dollar per annum salary for that
service. Your office will be in the building, we’re throwing in the
penthouse. That’s yours.”

“With all due
respect, Jay, I make more than that selling. You know that,” she
said bluntly.

“That’s why we want
to do this. If you think you can manage, we don’t want you to quit
selling for us. We know it’s asking a lot but let me go over this
first.” He pulled up something on his phone. “As far as the
Brooklyn office, you’ll still get help managing but you won’t have
to deal with the upper-level financials. You can concentrate on
upkeep, receipts, and occupancy,” Jay said.

“Alright, that does
sound pretty sweet, but what about the selling?”

“We’re offering to
pay you commission on the rents, so you’ll be responsible for
keeping the offices filled. That’s over and above your per annum.
You’ll remain a partner, of course, and we want you to be involved
on the bigger team deals, like 303.” He was hopeful she’d take the
deal to ease her stress. He also knew that too much responsibility
on her part and Cole had no chance of keeping her attention. After
all these years, he knew his little girl was very career focused
but right now, he felt she needed to focus on her and Cole. Cole
was safe. He was good for her, and Jay wanted him back in her life
nearly as much as she did.

Mason thought hard.
This arrangement would give her more time to concentrate on her
personal life and she really needed a better balance. She looked
into Jay’s eyes for a moment. “You’ve always looked out for me,
Jay. This is ideal for me, and I really appreciate you doing
this.”

“Mason, you are an
incredible asset to this firm. Ben and I don't want to lose you. We
need you…and you need Cole. We tried to find a workable solution
that would let everyone have what they want,” he said gently.

She looked at him for
a moment. The depths to which he cared for her far exceeded what
she ever imagined a father would do for a child. “Thank you, Jay.”
She sat quietly for a moment and watched him as he messaged her
acceptance to Ben. She considered how much her life was about to
change for the better, all because of Jay. He’d always come through
for her and it was hitting her hard right now. “I want you to know
that I don’t regret not knowing my father. Somehow his absence in
my life made a place for you. You and Philip mean the absolute
world to me,” she said with a gentle smile.

“Hey kiddo, it’s good
for all of us. Philip adores you and we feel like a complete family
having you in our lives,” he said kindly. “Next step, I’m going to
have our guys go over this building. We’ll honor the offer you
made. I know they’ve already done a lot of work but we’re still
going to go over everything in detail. It’ll take a week or two to
close but then you’ll be set.”

“I guess if you find anything, it’ll be the first thing I do as
manager,” she said.

###

Mason was barely
asleep when her phone buzzed.

“Ay, lassie, is th’
awake?”

Mason looked at the
clock. “Hey Shaun,” she said sleepily. “It’s four…something am but
I wasn’t really sleeping anyway. I never sleep well in hotels,” she
giggled. “What’s going on?”

“Hotel? Theur
travelin’?”

“Nah. Moving…but
what’s going on with you?”

“Ah’m gettin’ started
wi’ work today but Ah wanted ta check in, see how theur feelin’.
Moving, aye?”

“I’m doing Ok. Yes,
moving. I’ve had some big changes at work,” she said

“All good, Ah
‘ope?”

“Yes. Very good. I’m
moving back to my Brooklyn apartment.”

“Where theur lived
when tha met Cole?”

“The exact one. I
couldn’t stay in the house…as you could imagine. Anyway, we bought
the whole building that my apartment was in.”

Shaun thought for a
moment. “Ah kin but…are y’ Ok, lass? That seems like usin' a
sledgehammer on a ten-penny nail.”

Mason laughed.
“Right? Well, full disclosure, for me, it’s just moving from
selling into management. My firm actually bought it as an
investment property. It’s all office space now except the
apartment. The apartment comes as a bonus to me.”

“That sounds fair,
lass…Tha sure that’s all it is, though?” Shaun asked carefully.

Mason wondered how
Shaun seemed to pick up and figure her out so quickly. Cole had
often said he was an unusually astute observer of human behavior,
but she hadn’t guessed he was this keen. She took a deep, slightly
ragged breath.

“Ahhh, there it is.
It’s about Cole, innit?” He said softly.

“Shaun,” she started
quietly, “I don’t imagine in my wildest dreams lately that he’ll
ever come back home here. I’m not even sure he wants to talk to me
anymore.”

“Oh, aye, ‘e does. I
can say for certain, ‘e wants to talk to tha. ‘E wants ta see ya
too. It’s why ah’m callin’, lass.”

She thought for a
long minute. “Are you sure?”

“Aye. Mason, ‘e’s
been prayin’ to all the gods that ‘e can see ya agin. 'E talks
about it sometimes, and well…nae ‘e’s not sleepin’”

“I understand that, I
guess,”

“Naw, tha doan kin.
‘E’s been up for three straight days, this last time. ‘E stays up
til ‘e collapses. Jus’ workin’ constant like. Ah found him slumped
o’er his laptop this mornin’. Made ‘im go ta bed.”

Tears began to seep
from her eyes. “I don’t know what to say, Shaun. He’s texted me but
he won’t talk.”

Shaun knew a little
about the texts, though Cole had said it was just a “follow-up”.
He'd seen they were to Mason. He knew about the friendship lamp as
well. “‘E’s coming apart,” Shaun said quietly. “Ah’m worried.”

“Shaun…do you really
think I’m good for him? Do you think I can make his life better?
Because I can’t be just a bandage…”

“‘E don’t want
that…and it doan matter if Ah think theur good for ‘im. Ah do but,
lass, ‘e doan live without theur. ‘E’s just existin’ and barely
that,” Shaun said. “D’ye think there’s any way ta get ‘ere?”

“Shaun, if I come
there and the chance presents itself, I’m not letting him stay.
He’s coming home with me. I just don’t know if I should…”

“Lass, if there was a
good time for you ta get ‘ere, this is it.” Shaun nearly pleaded
with her. Since the failed friendship with Estacia, Cole had
spiraled, and Shaun felt like he was out of ideas for bringing him
around.

Mason looked at the
clock. 0500. “Shaun, just hang in there. Let me get to work and see
what I can get tied up so I can take the time to come there. I
imagine that if I come, I’ll need to stay until we can work things
out...”

“Ah kin. It’s umpteen
days off work...Ah dunno what ta say…” Shaun stammered.

“It’s ok, Shaun. I
can work remotely as well…listen neither of us knows what will
happen. Let me just figure out when and how to get there but it’ll
be soon. I promise. Then we’ll play it by ear.”

Shaun exhaled as if
he’d been holding his breath for weeks. “Ah, thank theur, lass.
Ah’ll do mah best.”

Mason got ready for
work but today felt different. She was meant to move into her
apartment in a week or two but now…maybe she’d be in London. She
tried not to get carried away with thoughts of seeing his
comforting smile again, looking into his mesmerising hazel eyes,
feeling his gentle, loving touch on her skin…but for the first time
since Cole left her, she felt hopeful.

Mason walked into her
office and saw the Starbucks on her desk. Jay had been bringing her
“breakfast” since she came back to work and today was no different.
She saw a folder and a note on her blotter, “See me” in Jay’s
handwriting. She took a fairly sizeable gulp of her cappuccino and
opened the folder.

“Good morning,
Lynnie,” Jay said, simultaneously knocking on the open door.

“Hey,” she smiled,
generously, “I just saw this. Come on in and sit.” She gestured to
a chair in front of her desk.

Jay sat down,
grinning. “Well, now I haven’t seen THAT smile in a long time.
Spill.”

“Spill what?” She
asked, coyly.

“Mason…” he said.
“What’s going on?”

“You first,” she
said, opening the folder. “What’s the problem with this…wiring…oh
fuck me,” she groaned, glancing over the inspection report.

Jay sat back. “Well,
there it is. The CAT5 coating is rotted throughout. It’ll pass a
connectivity test but it’s quickly going to become a fire hazard in
a year, maybe two max.”

Mason sighed.
“Well…who do we know that can do a complete plan and execution of a
project like this?” She asked, sarcastically.

Jay looked at her,
furrowing his brow. “Do you think he’ll do it for us?”

Mason nodded. “Shaun
called this morning. He said Cole wants to see me.”

Jay nodded in
agreement. “Wait, let’s think this through. This needs to go
through proper channels. We can’t just play matchmaker here. We’re
really going to need their best person. I’ll call Cole’s agency.
What’s his boss’ name?” Jay asked.

“Brice is all I
know,” Mason replied.

“I’ll ask for Brice
and hopefully, they’ll send Cole, to do this…”

“Better yet,” Mason
interrupted. “I’ll go meet with Brice.”

Jay looked at her,
worried. “If you go over there, Mason, you better fucking come
back.”

“Don’t worry,” she
chuckled. “I can’t say whether I’ll come back alone or not but I
will come back so get my apartment ready. I guess we’ll only be
able to shorten the clients’ wait for occupancy by possibly a month
but that’s still good. I promise you this,” she said firmly.

“What’s that?” Jay
asked.

“If I get close to
him, if we have a chance to fix things, I’m staying until we’re us
again.”

“Can’t blame you,”
Jay said emphatically. “I would do anything to hold on to Philip.
He’s my foundation and I don’t imagine life would be worth living
without him,” he said as he stood up. He reached across the desk
and brushed a stray strand of hair back from Mason’s face, cupping
her cheek gently. “Let’s make this happen, girl.”


CHAPTER 13

 


“Brice,” the
receptionist called as he walked in the door.

“That’s me and ‘ow
are we doing today, lovely?” He asked.

She giggled at his
cheerfulness, “How was lunch, luv?”

“Not too bad. Salad.
Trying to keep my girlish figure,” he laughed.

She sighed, “I feel
your pain. You have a call on line four,” she said lightly. “New
client inquiry. United States.”

“Thank you, much. I’m
on it,” he said as he quickly ducked into his office. Brice didn’t
mind the office atmosphere. He liked the interaction and the feel
of being among a group of motivated professionals. Their common
goals created a camaraderie that appealed to him at a very base
level. In recent years, however, he’d felt the unrest simmering as
the work group struggled to balance life and work. Many of them had
expressed a desire to work from anywhere so that they could spend
more time with family and less time commuting. He couldn’t
disagree. Some days it seemed useless to him to be in the office
but days like today were the ones he lived for. New client, new
job, meeting a new face.

He picked up his
phone. “This is Brice Williamson. With whom do I have the pleasure
of speaking?”

“Good morning, Brice,
well I suppose afternoon in your part of the globe.”

Brice chuckled. “It
is. How can I help you today?”

“Brice, this is Jay
Franklin of the real estate offices of Carter, Franklin, and Garris
in New York. How are you today?”

“I’m doing well,
thank you, and not just today but every day.”

Jay laughed. He was
warming up quickly to Brice’s positivity. “Terrific. Brice, our
firm has just purchased a large office building in Brooklyn. Our
most recent inspection shows that all the CAT5 needs to be replaced
and we are looking for a partner. We understand you have
contractors here who can do the planning and project coordination.
We were wondering if you had anyone available.”

“Wow,” Brice said
enthusiastically. “Normally I have to do a whole song and dance
selling you on our services,” he said.

Jay chuckled, “Not
this time. You came highly recommended and frankly, we’re short on
time and we were told you are very efficient.”

“Oh? What does your
timeline look like?” Brice asked.

“Well, it’s a bit
complicated and since we’ve just acquired the property, we don’t
quite have a full scope, but we will in the next couple of days. I
wonder if you wouldn’t mind meeting with our partner, Garris, in
person later this week.” Jay said, deliberately not saying Mason’s
first name.

“I’d be happy to.
When can he be here?”

“Let me see,” Jay
looked at his calendar. “How does Friday afternoon sound?”

“That would be fine.
Let’s say two, alright?” Brice asked, putting it into his calendar.
“Do you think he’ll have all of the information by then?”

“Yes. I’m sure of it.
Two PM it is. Send me the appointment and address to Jay at CFG dot
com.”

“Done! Looking
forward to meeting Garris, then.” Brice hung up the phone. He
thought for a minute about whether Cole would be interested in this
one. He was the best and he was certainly available. Maybe not a
hacking job but a nice, easy wiring project would be the best horse
to get back on. He dialed the phone.

“Cole! How are you
doing this fantastic day?”

“Brice,” Cole
chuckled weakly. “What can I do for you?” He’d barely slept in the
last couple days. His app development was going extremely well but
his app now had plethora features he’d never thought to build in
due to his hyperfocus and his inability to sleep. Working on this
project was the only thing that seemed to bring him peace, if not
sleep.

“I may be sending you
back to New York if you’re game,” he said cautiously.

Cole closed his eyes.
Normally he’d always been excited to get back to New York.
Something about being in the city always energised and enthralled
him but not this time. All he could imagine now was how lonely he
would be without Mason and yet be so close to her. Still, work had
to be done and maybe this would help him get near her again. “Of
course, Brice. What’s the job?”

“It’s a full-on rip
out. Big office building in Brooklyn needs a cabling plan and
project coordination. I’m meeting with the client on Friday for
more details. It’s up to you if you want to join but you don’t need
to. I think I can handle this one.”

Cole didn’t feel like
showering let alone going outside. “I’ll let you handle this one.
Do you have a start date?”

“Not yet but they
said they’re on a time crunch. When I meet with their man, I’ll get
a better idea.”

“Sounds good, Brice,”
he said quietly.

“Cole,” Brice
started, tentatively, “How are ya feeling mate? Tell me the
truth.”

Cole ran his hands
through his hair. “I’ve been better. You know, I’ll get over it.
Eventually.”

“It only takes time
and soon you’ll be back on your feet. Just stay with us, eh, mate,”
Brice said encouragingly.

Cole was really in no
mood to be told “it gets better”. He didn’t feel better, and it
wasn’t getting better. He just wanted to work on his app. “I’m
sure. Do you need anything else?” He asked.

“Not at all. I’ll be
back in touch.”

Shaun overheard the
conversation from the bedroom. He walked out and grabbed water from
the fridge. “Tha reight, cocker?”

“Yeah, fine,” Cole
ran his hands through his hair again. “Shaun, it looks like I’ll be
heading back to New York. Not sure when exactly.”

“Aye? Th’ Ok with
it?” Shaun asked as he looked at his buzzing phone. It was a text
from Mason.



-We’re gonna try and
contract him-



Shaun smiled.

“You get a good
message, there?” Cole asked, grinning.

“Aye. Me dad’s got a
new sheep in at the vit’nery. It allus tickles him.”

Cole chuckled. “It’s
lovely that just the simplest things make your dad happy. I wish I
could be more like that,” he said wistfully as he got up to get
water.

“Yeah, ‘e’s a good
man. Thas a good man too. Tha kin what theur need ta do and Ah’m
gonna say it. Text Mason.”

Cole leaned against
the kitchen counter and bolted about half the bottle of water. “I
do.” He looked at Shaun as if daring him to call him out.

“Ach. Not what I mean
and tha kin. Doan play dumb wit me.”

Cole smiled. “Ok.
Maybe this week, I dunno. I miss her, Shaun and yes, heaven knows I
need her with me. But I left her when she really needed me most.
How do I even make amends for that?”

“Tha daft bugger.
Talk to ‘er is all. Tha meks things difficult that doan need ta
be.”

Cole looked out the
window. “Maybe. I guess I’ll have the chance to try when I get back
to New York.”

“Better talk to ‘er
in the meantime, cocker. Shi’s gonna think theur no interested
anymore,” Shaun cautioned.

Cole slow blinked.
“Interested” suddenly sounded far more like strangers than the love
they had shared. “Right,” he said softly. “I need to get back to
work.”

 



CHAPTER 14

 


Mason walked into the
concourse at LaGuardia. It was Wednesday night, and her flight was
due to leave at 2300. She had an odd feeling of confidence but
still, she wasn’t going to hang everything on Shaun’s assessment of
Cole’s desire to see her. After she settled into her seat, she
texted Shaun.



-I’m on my way. Be there
tomorrow.-



Mason checked into
her hotel. Her room was small and utilitarian, not the type of room
she would have normally booked for herself but traveling on short
notice didn’t allow for many choices. She hung her suits in the
closet and left the rest of her clothes in her suitcase on the
stand. Her phone buzzed and she looked at it. There were no
notifications or messages, so it wasn’t clear to her why. She
looked at her updates but there wasn’t anything and no calls so she
shrugged it off. Maybe just being off my network. She was a
little tired, but it was nearly lunchtime, so she headed out for
something to eat. It didn’t take long before she found a cafe with
Lebanese food just off the Marylebone Road and she sat for a quiet
“what the fuck am I doing” moment before she ate. She shook her
head to clear it. There was another buzz on her phone. She looked
at it.

 


-Aye lass-

 


-Hey, Shaun. I’m here.
Having some lunch.-



-Any jetlag?-



-Probably when I go back,
LOL-



-Ah’m headed to mum and
dad’s this weekend. Ah think ‘e’ll be alright.-



-I have a meeting with Brice
tomorrow afternoon-



-Ah’m sure ‘e’ll find out
then, lol-



-I guess so. Say hi to mum
and dad.-



-Maybe theur will git ta
meet them while theur ‘ere-



-That would be lovely
:)-



She felt a peace come
over her as she walked back to her hotel. This city was different
from New York. No one seemed to be in too much of a hurry or
bother. Even at the hotel, everyone seemed very interested in her
satisfaction as if she were the only customer they had. It was a
welcome change from the fast pace of New York.

Sleep, however,
didn’t come easy and she was still awake at 3 am. The bed hurt her
back and she felt largely unloved in these wee hours. She yearned
now for the long gone “I must be lonely” texts. She hadn’t really
considered that being closer to him here she would miss him so much
more. Still, she didn’t even know where in the city he lived.
Amazing what she didn’t know about a man with whom she was quite
ready to spend the rest of her life only three months ago. She
closed her eyes and for the first time in a long time she allowed
herself to remember how delicious it felt when he touched her, when
he drew her into a deep, warm kiss. She could almost feel his hands
moving softly over her skin, gently pulling her leg to the side and
pushing it back before he…

 


Can’t sleep worth
shit. Cole turned over once more. He was restless and for some
reason he couldn’t determine, Mason was on his mind more than any
other night. He somewhat dreaded going back to New York, but this
was going to be his chance. Like Jim had said, he would finally be
able to have her in his space again and then, together, maybe they
could work things out. He determined that if she would talk to him,
if they got back to the point of her wanting him to stay with her,
he wouldn't hesitate. After that, no more hotels, flights, trips
without her, jobs be damned. He'd keep her close. He took a deep
breath. His mind wanted to wander off and tonight he was willing to
follow on and remember how it felt to touch her smooth, warm skin,
pull her thick hips into him close and wrap his arms around her. At
this moment, he wanted to embrace the memory of every kiss, how wet
she got in response to his voice and touch, the feel of her from
the inside, how she clenched around him after he…

 



CHAPTER 15

 


Cole woke up and
immediately checked his buzzing phone. It took him a minute to
fully process the notification. Not possible. I'll see to that
later. He got out of bed and headed to the bathroom to get
cleaned up for work.

As he was busily
making breakfast, Shaun came out from the bathroom and noticed the
steadily buzzing phone on the table.

“O reight, thas 'as
umpteen notices,” he said to Cole.

Cole looked back over
his shoulder. “Oh, yeah. I think there's something wrong with my
tracker app. Let me see your phone, please.”

Shaun handed it to
him. “Mine's updated. Ah did it last week.”

Cole looked at the
phone, perplexed. “Huh, yeah yours is updated.”

Shaun had a bad
feeling. He didn't want to think it of Cole, but he suspected…

“Has tha got a
tracker on thy lass, Cole?” He asked, quietly.

Cole looked up at
him. He could never really lie to Shaun. Something about the honest
and simplistic manner with which Shaun carried himself made it
impossible to be anything but transparent with him.

“Shaun…I had to keep
her safe. You know,” he said.

Shaun gave him a grim
but knowing stare. “Ah kin,” he sighed. “And tha kin Ah 'ppreciate
theur keepin’ we safe too but shi don't kin, does shi?”

“No,” Cole answered.
“She doesn't know it's there. Now...fuck, it needs updated and
that's why this is going off.” He turned back and shut off the
stove. “Have a seat, mate,” he said, “I've got breakfast for
you.”

As they ate in near
silence, Cole continued to work on his tracker app.

“What're y'doin'?”
Shaun asked.

“I'm trying to see if
there's any way to push the update to her phone,” Cole replied.

“Did tha naw build in
a back door?”

Cole gave Shaun a
serious look and sighed. “I didn't. See, this is why I tried to get
you on my team. You think of what I don't,” he chuckled.

“'At's kinda basic,
Cole,” Shaun said matter of factly.

“Jesus, thanks,
Shaun. Fucking brilliant, really,” he said, his voice dripping with
sarcasm. Shaun looked at him for a second then they both
laughed.

Cole shook his head
then took a tissue from the box on the table and dabbed his
eyes.

“Ayy, me cocker, whas
wrong?”

“Ah, nothing just…you
know, I spend a lot of time wishing I could fix things with Mason.
I think of her constantly but sometimes I wake up and I don't think
of her straightaway. I don't think of how I've made a complete cock
up of this situation. Then there are days I wake up and the tears
start right away, and I can't think of anything but wanting to see
her again. The tears just took a little longer today I guess…”

His phone buzzed
again. Shaun looked at it as he finished his eggs.

“If Ah'm readin' this
reight, thas got theur chance nae.”

Cole looked at the
phone then back at Shaun with disbelief. “She's in London. For
what?”

Shaun slapped him
lightly on the back of his head, “Doan question it, tha daft
bugger! Call ‘er or text ‘er TODAY. If she agrees ta see tha, doan
‘old back anymore. Be honest wi’ ‘er. Tell ‘er what theur
thinkin’,” he said gravely. “Aye, Ah meant ta tell theur this
mornin’, Ah'm off to mah folks fer a while. Be workin’ from there.
Gerrit settled wi' theur lass nae.”

Cole couldn't believe
what his app was telling him. He heard what Shaun was saying but
all he could think of was wanting to get off his own network and
double check.

“I will. So you're
working from home now, are you?”

“Yeah, we went remote
one ‘undred las week. Ah thowt it might let me spend some time wi'
mah folks. Mebbe help dad at t' vit’nery in the evenin'. Might be
fun fer a while.” He saw Cole's concerned expression. “Aww, doan
worry, cocker. Only fer a while. Ah git too fat on mum's cookin'
an' me dad cheats at cards. Ah need ta come back ta London,” he
chuckled.

“Shaun,” Cole started
slowly, “If she takes me back…”

“Ah kin. Ah'll
finally have me own place, fucks sake.”

Cole chuckled. “D'you
think you'd consider moving to New York with us?”

Shaun looked at him
thoughtfully. “'adn't thowt of it afore. Ah'll visit. Tha kin Ah
will but Ah want ta be close to mum n dad. Ah doan wan' 'em in a
care home, if Ah can look after 'em.”

Cole stood up and
hugged Shaun close to him. He knew it wasn’t the last time he’d see
Shaun, but something was moving in his spirit now that Mason might
be in London. He felt like fate was beginning to move forward and
he’d better be ready to roll with it.

Shaun felt a tear
come to his eye. He'd never let Cole know the extent to which he
tried to help and now he felt like it was out of his hands and time
to let go. “Tha 'as a lotta work ta do.”

“I do,” Cole said, as
he started to clear the table. “I just hope she'll see me.”

“Well, shi won't if
we stand 'ere all day,” Shaun chuckled. “Ah'm off.”

###

Cole got to his
office and plugged his laptop in. He was checking his email when
Brice stopped at his door.

“Cole! How are
ya?”

Brice always greeted
Cole as if they hadn't seen each other in years, as if he'd
terribly missed him just overnight. It was one of his traits that
deeply endeared him to Cole.

“Brice! I'm doing
well.”

“But are you doing
good?”

“I am,” Cole said,
smiling.

“Great. Checking in
on that app.”

“I think I'll be
ready to start testing end of next week,” Cole said.

“Terrific. How's
everything else?” Brice asked.

Cole considered the
question with a fresh point of view for the first time in months.
“I think things are looking up.” He grinned.

Brice raised his
brows. “Are they now?”

“I can't say too much
but I think today is going to be a good day.”

“Excellent!” Brice
said, “I've got to run. Fill me in later.”

“Will do. Oh, hey,
I’m leaving at lunch time. I’ll be working from home after that.”
Cole said as Brice walked away.

“Right. No problem,”
Brice called out.

Cole opened his phone
and checked his tracker again. It still showed Mason was in
London.

He at once felt
thrilled and apprehensive. Why would she be here? Don't
overthink it. You know she's here. Just text her.



-What are you doing in
London?-



-How do you know where I
am?-



-Never mind that. Why are
you here?-



-I don’t want to say. I will
tell you this.

I'm not here to play any
more games with these texts.

I want to see you so
either

meet me somewhere

or kindly fuck off-



Little miss
attitude. Great way to start this off. Fuck texting. Cole
tossed his phone on his desk, not knowing how to take her. He ran
his hands through his hair. I need coffee and I need to
think. He headed down to the kitchen and poured himself some
coffee. He took a deep, deep breath and counted backward from ten.
She wanted to see him. This was the thing he wanted. He needed to
put away his pride and not fuck up this one chance he now had.

For twenty minutes
she heard nothing. Maybe he did fuck off. She was tired of
these mysterious texts and vague suggestions. It was time for an
ultimatum. He was going to have to see her again, now, or stay
gone. For someone who always claimed to want straightforward
communication, he certainly wasn’t giving it from his end, but he
was going to get it from her now. She remembered the last three
months and the time she spent trying to get over him. She really
gave it her best, but truth be told, she’d give her whole life to
have one more day with him. She came here to see him, to at least
give her side and tell him the whole truth. She determined that she
would keep trying while she was here but if she left without even
being able to connect with him, if he put her off and called it
quits, it would have to be forever yet the very thought of
permanently leaving him nauseated her.

Cole came back to his
desk. He looked at his phone again. Fuck off? She has nerve.
He read her message again. He couldn’t fault her. His fear and
indecision had been fucking with him for months and now it looked
like he'd passed that stress on to her. What is she doing
here? He considered she must be in London for business but
what? He looked back at his other messages to her and realised
in the context of the things he'd been sending her, of course
she's defensive. For a moment, he let his mind wander. What
might she be wearing? He opened his phone gallery and went to
her folder. He flipped through the few photos she’d sent him, and
he felt a tear starting. When he was with her in New York, he'd
taken for granted that he would see her every day, so he hadn't
many pictures of them together. He'd come to dearly regret that.
New Year’s Eve was an exception. She’d looked absolutely
stunning…Reach back, Honey. Can you grab the headboard? You’re
gonna need that. He shivered deep and he felt his own arousal
starting at the thought of how she so beautifully and willingly
gave herself to him that night. It was no good. He was tired of the
tears, and he didn’t want to open the wounds, but it was going to
be the only way for them to heal. He didn't know what to expect but
he knew one thing for certain. He couldn’t go on without her.



-Meet me. Please.-

 


Mason thought hard
about this one. There were so many emotions running high right
now…but this was after all, why she’d come.



-I have a meeting this
afternoon. Dinner somewhere?-



-My flat. Right after your
meeting. I’ll have dinner for us-



Her stomach turned
and a hundred questions raced through her mind. This was her
chance. He wanted to see her, no vagueness, no hesitation. She took
a deep breath and tried to remember the things she wanted to say,
all the things she wanted to tell him. As she climbed into her
Uber, she hoped she could push this anxiety down until her meeting
was over.

###

Mason arrived at the
office of Cole’s contractor shortly before two. She stood outside
and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. Maybe that extra shot of
espresso wasn’t completely necessary in her morning coffee. The
building was nondescript and the small sign next to the door just
read “Bering Assets”. Again, she marveled that she’d never known
the name of the company that managed his contracts until today. She
was a little nervous about meeting Brice. She wondered if he would
recognise her. It didn’t matter either way. She still had a job to
do and at any road, she was more nervous about meeting Cole later.
She knew she didn’t need to be, but she couldn’t help it. The
constant stream of what ifs continued to relentlessly roam the
corners of her mind. Another deep breath and she opened the
door.

She walked
confidently across the grey tiled floor to the reception desk. The
room was quite spacious, an open staircase behind the reception
area ostensibly led up to a second floor. The windows seemed small
for this sizeable room, but they allowed enough sunlight through to
create a calming atmosphere. There was little furniture in this
lobby. It at once reminded her of a business that really didn’t
want to be discovered by accident.

“Good afternoon, how
may I help you?” The receptionist’s voice was soothing to her. Her
accent was lilting and her voice smooth. Constantly hearing the
English accent was something Mason was enjoying about being in
London.

“Yes, ma’am. My name
is Mason Garris and I have an appointment with Brice Williamson.”
All at once this seemed like the dumbest, most desperately cringey
thing she’d ever done and the urge to run was powerful. She
swallowed hard and waited as the receptionist paged Brice. “He’ll
be out shortly. Would you like a cup of tea?”

Mason looked around
and saw no obvious means by which to make a cup of tea though she
was sure the woman was being genuine in her question. “No thank
you, but I appreciate your kind offer,” she said with a smile.

She looked up as
Brice walked out from a door under the staircase. He was looking
out the window as he loosened his tie. When he came around the end
of the reception desk, he finally looked up at her, confused for a
moment. “Hello…Garris?” He asked, extending his hand.

Mason gave him a firm
handshake and a big smile. “Yes, Mason Garris from Carter, Franklin
and Garris. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Right, then. My
office is this way,” he said, returning her smile and motioning for
her to follow him. As he held the door for her and she walked
through, he suddenly realised. Mason Garris. Not possible. No
way this is the same woman. He looked at her more closely as
she sat down across from him in his office. This is her. Jesus. Does Cole know she’s here? Is that why
he was so happy earlier? He glanced out his office window and
saw the lights to Cole’s cube were dark, so he assumed he’d gone
home as planned. For a second, he was lost in a “what the fuck”
moment but he forced himself to recover quickly. “So, Miss Garris,
you’ve come to talk about the CAT5 rip out in Brooklyn, is it?”

“Yes. This is a full
refit from a residential building to a commercial office.”

“Right. I spoke to a
Jay Franklin, and he said your inspectors found some problems so
tell me about that and why you feel you need a full rip out.”

“Of course.” She
smiled as she pulled the inspection reports from her briefcase.
“Here is a copy of the inspection and photos for you. My firm owns
the building, but we didn’t do the refit. The group we purchased it
from was doing that and they ran out of money. With regard to the
upfit, we were told that the power requirements have been fully
mitigated with upgraded wiring which we have confirmed. They also
told us that the CAT5 passed a connectivity test which it does.
Once our inspectors got in there, however, they determined that, in
their opinion, the network wiring is sub-standard.”

“Substandard might
not require a full rip out, though,” Brice said, looking through
the reports.

“True. After going
through the building myself with them, however, we not only agree
with their assessment, but we also observed several places where
the CAT5 coating was worn thin.” She laid several photos on his
desk, pointing out several things. “See here? And here?”

“Ohhh, right. That
won’t do.”

“Exactly. We
initially thought we were Ok. When we first tested the terminators,
we found them to be conductive but after this more detailed
inspection, it was discovered that the CAT5 coating is rotted and
worn in several areas over large lengths behind the walls. The
cable itself, even in a good state, would probably be inadequate
for the needs of our clients but in this state, we figure it’s a
potential fire hazard as well and that’s why we feel that it should
all be replaced.”

“Agreed,” he said,
looking up into her eyes. God damn her eyes are… Brice
cleared his throat. “We have a contractor who is a specialist,” he
said carefully. “He frequently works in New York. In fact, his last
assignment was in Brooklyn, doing this very thing, so I’m sure he
will be well suited. Probably knows the area very well.”

“I see,” she said a
bit nervously, “Can you tell me a little about his work
record?”

“Yes, of course. He’s
very dependable. Gets the job done, impeccable reputation among our
contractors. For your purposes, he’s perfect. He knows everything
about cabling, planning, and even does his own procurement, if
necessary,” Brice said. He was not going to play with this for
long. He had a strong feeling that she was here to contract Cole,
and while it would be the opportunity that maybe Cole was looking
for, he was worried about her motive. “It’s not his primary job
here but we’re lucky to have him and his expertise in this area, as
it puts us in demand for his skills quite often.”

“Great,” she said,
smiling. “It’s perfect that he knows a lot about this…”

“Does he know you’re
here, Mason?” Brice asked, intensely. He leaned forward on his
desk, lowering his brow.

She stopped. She slow
blinked to give herself a moment to think. “He does, Brice.”

“So let me get this
straight. You know who I am. You came here to contract him
specifically, but this entire time, you haven’t even brought up his
name.”

“Brice, we would take
whoever you sent,” she said firmly. “My firm didn’t send me here to
try and fix my personal relationship on their dime. Besides, your
reputation for excellence precedes you. You know that. I came here
to finalise the deal but also, yes, as long as I’m here, I’m going
to try to get back into his…space, if you will. If you send someone
else, it’s fine but if you send him, for me personally, it presents
a chance I’ve been hoping for.”

“What are you
hoping to find here? ‘E’s not been good, y’know,” Brice said
quietly.

He didn’t sound
accusatory, and Mason read him briefly. He seemed genuinely
concerned for Cole’s well-being, but she didn't get the impression
he was judging the situation. “Honestly, I’ve not been good
either…and I’m afraid I’m leaving it at that.” She leveled a
completely neutral look at him that said she was done with personal
talk. “Can we have him do the work? We really do need your top man
and if he’s it, that’s who we want.”

Brice sat back. “You
know he is,” he said, sighing. He ran his hands though his hair and
gazed out the window into the hallway. He needed a minute to think.
Was he setting Cole up for more pain by assigning him to this? He
closed his eyes and resigned his position. There comes a point
where it’s no longer any of my business. He cleared his throat
and opened his calendar. What does your timeline look like?”

“We’ll need him in
New York on the first of October.”

Brice looked at his
calendar briefly. “Ok, I’ll let him know, Mason. It will take me a
minute to work this up. How long are you staying? Can you come back
next week to go over the financials and sign the contract?”

“I’m here for a few
weeks so yes, I can. Thank you, Brice,” she said softly. She stood
to leave, and he stood with her.

He looked into her
eyes for a moment. Cole wasn’t kidding. Her eyes are
mesmerising.

“I appreciate you
looking out for him,” she said gently.

“Right. Just remember
I still am,” he said firmly. “I’ll walk you out.”

Mason called an Uber
to Cole’s flat. The meeting with Brice was exhausting and right now
she wanted to just go back to her hotel and decompress but she said
she’d come straight after. She touched up her makeup and hair on
the way. The fine stress lines were beginning to show, and she knew
there would be more stress ahead, but she also knew this would be
the only way to heal. I just hope I look good enough for
him.

She stood at his
door, nerves on end and even now, somewhat undecided on seeing him.
She was tired and anxious, but she knew, whether she saw him today
or tomorrow, that wasn’t going to get any better. He didn't seem
terribly happy when she told him she would come but he’s
probably nervous too. She knew that being in London would put
her back in his orbit and she had thought many nights that she’d do
anything to have the opportunity to talk to him but standing here,
the chance for which she'd appealed to all the gods in front of her
with just one knock, she wasn't as sure now as she was leaving
LaGuardia and the confusion between her mind, her pride, and her
heart wasn’t helping in the least. She took a deep breath and tried
to imagine seeing him again, his hair, his easy style, his
eyes…be careful, Mason. His eyes could have you forgetting
everything you wanted to say and do. She knocked. She heard the
footsteps.

When he opened the
door, he expected to see her, looking gorgeous, hair pinned up,
dressed to the nines, and heels but he'd never envisioned the
immaculate beauty before him. He tried to be casual but he slightly
gasped as he slowly took her in. A business suit never looked this
good on her before, cream Louboutins, her long, tan, bare legs
under a well fitted pastel teal pencil skirt, matching jacket over
a pale peach, V-neck blouse and…he nearly dropped to his knees. She
was wearing the sea turtle locket. He reached up instantly to his
own chain and touched the matching key. Her makeup, a copper eye
and nude lip, was her typical look but her stunning blue eyes were
always going to be the feature that completely captivated him and
today they were accompanied by the sweetest shy smile he'd ever
seen.

He took a long moment
to utterly drink her in as he tried to calm the pounding of his
heart. Finally, an easy smile crossed his face and he stepped to
the side. “Come in, Mason,” he said softly. As she walked past him
through the door, he instinctively placed his hand gently on her
lower back, just as he'd done the first night, they’d attended her
company's dinner meeting. He could barely resist touching her then.
Now a steadily increasing calm was settling in his spirit and he
knew this was right. She was right and he had to bring her
back.

She shivered deep
when he spoke her name, a quivering she hadn't felt since they'd
separated. She knew when she crossed his threshold that she’d made
the right decision coming to London, regardless of what it took to
get here, and a new determination to repair everything that had
been broken was emerging in her spirit. As he closed the door
behind her, she took in the atmosphere of his space. The scent was
first. The cedar and rose notes of his cologne lightly permeated
the air. She’d never recognised it before but here in this small
space she knew it unmistakably, Penhaligon's Opus 1870. It his
unwavering fragrance that had always calmed her when he was around
and today was no different.

His flat was humble
but with some interesting features that caught her eye. She walked
straight into a large, open room with hardwood floors, not
laminate. Along the wall to her left was a clothes washer, double
sink, and cooktop. There were shining, black granite countertops
and oak flat front cupboards hung above, save for a cutout for the
vent. The oven wasn't under the cooktop where she expected it to
be. Instead, it was a double wall oven and she wondered how much
Cole used them and whether it was unusual to see them here. There
was a door next to the ovens. She assumed it led to a bedroom. She
set her purse on the wooden dining table in front of her. It was a
remarkably modest set, early American with four matching chairs.
She looked around the rest of the flat. Windows lined the wall
opposite the main entry door and the rest of the space was one
large room, segmented only by furniture placement which made it
feel cozier than an open floor plan normally would. She took a few
steps to her right. There was a narrow contemporary couch with a
small sofa table behind it and a matching chair sitting
perpendicular at the end of a coffee table. The grouping was so
traditional, it looked almost staged. The sofa faced a media stand
with a modem, router, gaming console, and flat screen. Beyond that,
on the opposite wall was a desk unit with several PCs and monitors.
Next to the desk were bookshelves with games, books, and some decor
pieces. Some of the items were intriguing to her and she was
instantly drawn to that area. She walked toward the book shelves
still making mental notes. Everything in this space was
utilitarian, seemingly designed with minimal stimulation, and
relaxation in mind. The walls were beige, grey blackout blinds on
all the windows that were remote controlled, and the back wall
where the desk sat was painted a deep maroon.

As she approached the
bookshelf, she noticed that the majority of books were manuals and
textbooks except a couple, I, Robot by
Isaac Asimov and Ready Player One by
Ernest Cline.

Cole watched calmly
as she took in the environment. He was still a bit in shock and
feeling grateful to the Universe that she was here, in his space
again. He noted her every expression as she appeared to inventory
the room. He never cared much about what he had here or even that
he could afford a better flat or a house. He was never here. Now,
however, he almost wished he had just a bit more space, a bit more
luxury for her. She wouldn’t care anyway. She never judged him or
anyone else on trappings. What’s she looking at? Ohhh…Asimov.
Fascinating. He walked up behind her at the bookshelf.

“What do you think?”
He asked, quietly.

She turned around and
found herself looking into his entrancing hazel eyes. She took a
moment to look him over, black pleated trousers, white dress shirt,
no tie. His normal two-day beard was looking more like four. His
hair had grown out to roughly shoulder length, and she desperately
wanted to run her hands through the curls. Oh fuck. She
tried hard not to reveal her body’s reaction to his look and
proximity but the slight smirk she saw crossing his face indicated
that he’d noticed her shiver and that she’d blinked just a bit too
long.

“About what?” She
retorted.

He looked up at the
books. “What does this tell you?”

“What makes you think
it tells me anything?” She smiled, coyly.

He shrugged. “Fair
enough.” He looked back down, directly into her eyes. He carefully
took in her smooth skin, her shimmering eyeshadow, her soft lips,
stained with a perfect mauve. Are they quivering? She was
temptingly close, enough to easily bring her lips to his and…He
stepped back to put some space between them, slipping his hands
into his pockets. He was finding it increasingly difficult to
resist touching her, but he didn’t want to push in.

She picked up the
book I, Robot and flipped through the
pages. “I know this one well. We used it in ethics classes,” she
mused. “I've always been fascinated by Asimov's forward thinking
and humanity.” She looked up at him. “I think this explains some of
your sense of…fairness, your willingness to accept others right
where they are. Maybe give them the benefit of the doubt,” she said
quietly, as she turned to replace the book on the shelf.

He raised his brows.
“Perhaps. Might need that sooner than later,” he said looking
absently towards the kitchen. He looked back at her. The beauty of
her eyes was fucking with his head. “I never could…” he started,
softly, without realising he was speaking aloud.

“Could what?” She
asked.

He straightened up
and took a deep breath. “Would you like the grand tour?” He
asked.

“There’s more?”

“Don’t let this 60
square meters fool you,” he chuckled. “There’s at least another 15
square meters behind that door.” He smiled and gestured to his
bedroom.

She laughed. “Wow. It
doesn’t look that big.”

He went weak in his
spirit seeing her smile, in person, the broad, welcoming,
heartwarming smile he'd deeply missed and often wept for. He raised
his brows and stepped toward her, closing the space between them.
He leaned in close to whisper in her ear. “That’s what she said.”
He stepped back and winked at her, smiling.

She laughed as
intense chills ran down her arm. She was glad she was wearing a
jacket so he couldn't see. She was deeply tempted to touch him,
even just touch his sleeve, or pat his shoulder but she thought
twice. If she reached out and he pulled away from her, it would
hurt too much right now. “Well then, why don’t you show me
everything, Mr. Dixon.” She giggled.

He laughed, deeply
relieved that she was back in his presence. The anxious thought of
her leaving him tonight kept trying to sneak into his mind but he
quickly pushed it out. He was determined to relish every moment he
had with her. He extended his hand. “Please,” he implored her.

She put her hand in
his and he brought it to his lips. She gasped slightly and took a
slow blink. His skin on hers again felt like an impossible fantasy
finally come true.

He softly kissed her
hand, closing his eyes to imprint the moment. He'd tried to resist
touching her, but it wasn’t possible for him, and he now gladly
gave into his impulses. He looked back up into her eyes as he
slipped his fingers between hers. She was staring at him wide-eyed,
wondering if he knew she was yearning to touch him again.

“Breathe out for me,
Darling,” he said quietly.

She hadn’t realized
she’d been holding her breath. “Sorry,” she exhaled.

He smiled.
Still… He turned and walked her back toward the door,
ushering her inside.

The bedroom seemed
small to her but well appointed. A full-size platform bed sat
against the opposite wall, neatly made up with dark blue sheets and
a white duvet. The contrast gave the room a sleek, urban feel,
keeping in consistency with his quite practical bedroom furniture,
a chifforobe and basic nightstand. One piece, however, stood out to
her.

“Wow,” she said as
she looked around the room.

“I can tell you’re
impressed,” he said sarcastically.

“Actually, yes I am,”
she said, letting go of his hand and walking over to his chest of
drawers.

“With that?” He
asked, perplexed.

She nodded. “Hooker
isn’t a brand you see much outside the US.”

“I see you know your
furniture. Lessie got anything she wanted.”

“A humble brag,” she
chuckled. “You imported this for her?”

He stopped and ran
back what he’d said. “Sorry, again…never mind. You already know how
I am.” He sighed at his misstep. “What I meant to say is if she saw
something she wanted, she would stop at nothing to get it. This was
hers and when she got it, she was so excited to have it for the
reason you mention. It was unusual. No one had one. I don’t know
exactly why she left it but it’s a great piece. Of course, I’m not
here to care much. It fits. It works.”

“There does seem to
be a very pragmatic theme here.” She looked past him into the
bathroom.

“The flat is small
so, yes, I keep things practical. I don’t have a lot because I
can’t stand clutter and frankly, as I said, I’m never around.” He
watched her examining the small washroom. “With all you’re used to,
you're probably going to hate spending time here,” he said.

“Big assumption.”

“Hopeful.”

She looked back into
his eyes. There it was, the same look he had the first night he
pleaded with her to stay with him in his hotel…What would be
your first choice? She blinked slowly at the recollection and
the shiver she felt now was just as deep as the one he'd induced
that night.

She went to speak and
something else caught her eye behind him on the nightstand. It was
the friendship lamp. He turned to see where she was looking. “Kept
it by my bed since the day I got back,” he said softly. “I don’t
think I would have survived if I hadn’t known you were still on the
other side of that lamp.” His breath caught and she looked at him.
He turned towards her and, without thinking, she reached up and
cupped his cheek. He leaned into her hand, closing his eyes, as if
he had just been touched by something divine. He felt her begin to
pull away and he quickly placed his hand over hers. “Don’t, Mason.
Please. Just…” He gently kissed her palm.

“I’m sorry, Cole, I…I
just don’t know if this is…what I should do?”

He took her hand in
his and brought it to his chest, leaning in close to her ear. “Come
on,” he said, “Let’s get out of this room before we have to find
out.”

He felt her shiver
down to her fingertips and the sharp exhale she breathed against
his neck as he pulled away sent a chill into his very soul.

She cleared her
throat. “Yes. Let's,” she said shakily.

He led her out to the
dining table. “Have a seat, Darling,” he said as he pulled a chair
out for her. “Shall I take your jacket or are you comfortable?”

“I’m fine for now,
thanks,” All the small talk was beginning to irritate her. She
didn’t want to act like strangers anymore. For fuck’s sake I’ve
had his dick down my throat. Why are we acting like we never loved
at all? She immediately regretted the thought. She felt like
she had no right to expect his familiarity.

“Wine?” He asked. “I
have dinner on the way.”

“Wine, yes please,”
she said, smiling. “What are we drinking tonight?”

He looked at the
label. “Louis Jadot Clos Vougeot Grand Cru. It’s the 2013.”

She raised her brows.
“Wow. I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be,” he
flipped.

That stung…but he’s
got a point, I guess?

He stopped as he
pulled the cork. She didn’t deserve that. He’d let his
anxiety get the best of him. This fucking small talk is
ridiculous. He took the glasses and the bottle to the table. He
set the glass in front of her. He reached out to touch her hair and
she pulled away, indignantly. He let it go.

“Mason, I’m sorry.
I’m…”

“Pissed off?”

“No. But a little
annoyed. Not with you…with this…”

“Can we cut the small
talk?” She interrupted.

He sighed with
relief. “We’ve never been at a loss for words.”

“We don’t want to
talk about it.” she shrugged.

“About what?”

“Why we’re here, how
we got here, the proverbial road so far.”

“Fair enough,” he
said, “but I do. I have so much to tell you and I want to hear your
heart as well.”

She looked at him
closely. He had always been an easy read but this afternoon,
nothing. She smiled. “Then let's rewind…I’m flattered.”

“I got it because I
knew it would impress you, actually,” he smiled as he poured.

“I’ll never believe
it but go ahead,” she said, giggling. “What are we eating?”

“Indian. But not too
spicy for you,” he chuckled.

“Shouldn’t this be a
beaujolais then?”

“Yes, but I like
a…fuller body,” he said, subtly looking her over.

She smiled, pulling
on her wine. “Is that what we’re doing, making innuendo until
dinner arrives?”

“Yes,” he
giggled.

###

“Cole, this is
delicious. Thank you for dinner.” she said, enjoying a bit more of
the palak paneer.

“I love this place,”
he said, popping the last bit of a samosa into his mouth. His phone
buzzed and he looked at the notification. He closed his eyes. This
wasn’t going to go well but he had to do it. “Let me clean up,” he
said, clearing their plates. “You know, I always loved that you
enjoy different cuisines and truly like to eat,” he said as he
walked to the sink.

She drained her
glass. “So does my trainer,” she laughed. “Keeps him in
business.”

He looked back at her
sharply. “You have a personal trainer?”

She looked at him
with a sly smile. Huh. That tone wasn’t hard to read. “More
wine?” She asked.

He opened another
bottle and brought it to the table. “Don’t play games. I asked you
a question,” he said seriously as he filled her glass.

Her smile faded to
confusion. What…the fuck…is this? She was at once offended
and aroused by his demand. “Yes,” she said firmly. “I have a
personal trainer. Well, had. I canceled him before I came
here.”

Did he touch
you? Of course, he did. Cole didn’t know why this
concerned or angered him, but he was suddenly and completely sure
he didn’t want anyone else’s hands on her. He shook his head to
clear it and softened his expression. “You look amazing. It’s done
you well.” he said, faking a smile.

She noted the turn,
the fake smile and the generic compliment and filed it away.
Something about him was very different now. “Thank you,” she said
carefully. “It was only a few weeks. As you can imagine, work made
it impossible to keep to a strict schedule.”

He drained the bottle
into his glass. “How’s work been going?”

“You seem to already
know that.” She replied.

He looked at her
carefully. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. “Mason, can we just get into
this?”

She looked at him a
bit suspiciously. “Yeah, sure, but first tell me how you always
knew when I’d finished a project. You knew. I know you did.”

He sighed. A
little cleansing before the big one, I suppose. “Come on. Take
a guess,” he grinned, slyly.

“Your work?”

“My red team,” he
said, “so many commercial real estate companies use our services.
It wasn’t hard to know what you were working on.” He looked into
her eyes, soft, shining, receptive. “I’m really impressed with how
much you’ve done.”

She shrugged. “I was
doing as much as I could. Kept me from thinking a lot…what about
you? I haven’t had the benefit of spies to know what you’ve been
doing,” she said.

“I haven’t been doing
well,” he said, trying to keep the tears at bay. “If I'm being
honest, I’ve spent most of my time appealing to any god that would
listen to be able to have this moment with you again, to talk, to
tell you the things that are in my heart, and to hear your voice
again,”

She looked at him,
both surprised and relieved. “I appreciate your honesty. Cole, I
don’t know what to say except I’m sorry. We can talk. You can tell
or ask me whatever you want. I just, I feel so unworthy to sit here
with you.” She took his hand. “I’ve been trying since I walked in
to maintain some level of confidence but it’s all a sham really,”
she said.

He tried to remember
how he wanted to start this. His irritation hadn’t improved, and he
wanted to be careful. “I don’t know if I’ll be calm through this
Mason. I need your permission to…”

“Go ahead Cole,” she
said, with some frustration. “Just say it. If you get pissed off,
then be pissed off. I mean, I might be too. This is gonna be
loaded. Let’s just go for it.”

“I don’t want to
frighten you,” he said, squeezing her hand in his.

“I’m a big girl. I’ll
be fine.”

“What makes you so
sure?”

“Because nothing can
be worse than the…seething hell of these last three months.
Nothing.” she said sharply. Her voice caught on a sob. He got
quiet. He let go of her hand and she folded them in front of her on
the table. She wasn’t going to try to hold her tears. He got up and
got a box of tissues, putting it on the table.

“I think we’ll both
need these,” he said as he reached up and lightly brushed the tear
from her cheek.

She wiped her eyes
and continued, trying to compose herself. “You getting angry while
we're talking this out pales in comparison to the battles I’ve had
with my demons, my thoughts, my doubts, my despair…” She softened
her tone. “The sooner we clean out the wound, the sooner both of us
can heal but it’s gonna be painful, so please, honey. Please just
go ahead.” She sat with her hands folded on the table and looked
into his eyes. “I’m ready,” she said softly.

Christ, I just
want to forget about all of this and take you right now. He’d
missed her for too long and his physical desire for her came on
faster tonight than it ever had before. The added sexual
frustration wasn't helping his deteriorating mood. He took a slow
blink and a deep breath.

“Mason, I want to say
I don’t care about the mistakes we’ve made,” he began. “Well, I
care more about the mistakes I made in handling this, handling
you.” He took a beat. “But in the end, I’ve come to realise that
you’re the only person who can fucking accept me for
everything I am. I can bear the pain of cleaning out this
wound and rebuilding something with you far more than I can bear
being without you and having zero possibility of finding someone
who can love me completely. You were the only one to do that, to
reassure me that I was worth loving…that I was doing something
right. You took…you took your time…Fuck!” He paused. The anger was
never going to stay away but he didn't think he'd feel it rising
this soon. “You fucking watched me fall in love with you,
Mason, and yet…”

“And yet what?” She
said evenly. “Go ahead and say it. You knew what I did, and you
said you would be my absolution. You stayed long enough to fuck me
ten ways to Sunday and less than eight hours later, you left
me. Was that love? Do you honestly think I didn't feel degraded and
used after that?” She said angrily. “Don’t you dare.” She spat the
words at him. “Don’t you dare sit there and pretend that you didn’t
have a chance to fix this before we spent three hellish months
apart. I begged you to stay.”

He leveled a grim and
angry stare at her. You fucked him and the day you fucked him,
you fucked us.

The words were there,
in the back of his throat. If he said them, there would be no
saving this. She'd leave. She'd go back to New York, and he'd never
get this close to her again. This wasn't what he wanted to do with
this one chance he had to ask for her reconciliation. Temper,
Cole. He unclenched his jaw, bowed his head, closed his eyes
and stayed quiet.

Mason put her head
down. “I tried to understand why I did what I did but whatever I
came up with, I could never justify hurting you,” she said quietly.
“I didn't come here because I wanted to somehow assuage my guilt. I
came here to see if you still want me as much as I want you.”

He looked up at her,
surprised. “You still want me?”

“Jesus Christ, Cole,”
she said, shaking her head, “Of course I do but I’m not going to
delude myself right now that you’ll ever come back home. I don’t
deserve you…but I hope we can eventually get there.”

Home. The word
struck him like a gut punch, but he let it go for now. “I still
want you, Mason. Fuck, yes, I want you.” he said gently. “At that
time, I wasn’t sure I could continue to live with you…with
everything that had happened, but I now know for certain, I can’t
live with you as just a memory. We were so close, so fucking close,
Mason,” he said through gritted teeth. “I can't watch you become a
stranger once again and I can’t let everything we’ve pulled for
just become a memory, some placeholder in my past. I should have
never left and now, there’s so much time and distance between us, I
just don’t know where we go from here.” The tears he never wanted
to show were falling and he couldn't dam them up anymore. “If you
think we can fix this,” he continued, trying to steady his voice.
“If you really believe we can be stronger together than we are
apart, please help me. Christ, Mason… Please.” He stopped and put
his head down. He was trying to dry his eyes, but he was sobbing
nearly uncontrollably. Seeing her, looking into her eyes, being
here with her was emotionally shattering him. At once, he was
happier than he'd ever been and hurting more than he ever had and
all he desperately wanted in this moment was for her to somehow
make everything right again.

“Cole,” she said
softly running her fingers through his hair, “I can barely help
myself these days. Every day I thought about how I could apologise
to you so that you'd believe and really understand how sorry I am,
how angry with myself to have been so stupid and careless with your
love, the only fucking thing that ever mattered to me.” Her voice
cracked. She was beginning to weep. This emotion was overwhelming
for her as well. All at once it occurred to her how absurd it was
that she’d ever thought she could get over him, that she could ever
come to a place of not loving him anymore.

He brought her hand
to his lips. “People change and relationships evolve. There are no
happy endings, Mason,” he said quietly, “There are only scenarios
we're willing to live with because we love someone we can't live
without.”

“I don't believe
that. I want the chance to try to make you as happy as I possibly
can. I won’t live without you Cole. I simply won’t and I'll do
anything you ask in order to see us whole again, not just willing
but truly wanting and choosing us. I just don't know…what do we do
now?” She asked helplessly.

He dried his eyes. He
already had a headache and his eyes burned. Looking at her now, her
makeup giving way to her tears and how beautiful she still looked,
she was quite literally a sight for sore eyes.

She retrieved a pack
of makeup wipes from her purse. She offered him one and he took it.
“There is no point to this, Cole,” she said as she cleaned her
face.

“No point to what?”
He asked as he did the same.

“Makeup,” she laughed
through her tears. “I'm sorry you have to look at me like this. I…I
certainly wanted to look my best for you,” she said as she
finished.

He took both wipes
and binned them under the sink. He sat back down next to her. He
reached out to touch her fresh, bare face but she pulled back
slightly and met his gaze. “You look amazing,” he said,
smiling.

“Blind.”

“I see you with my
heart and you're beautiful.”

“Thank you. That’s
very sweet but I don't deserve it,” she sighed. “What now?”

“Rebuilding trust, I
think is where we start,” he said. “What do you think?” He asked,
lightly running a finger down her cheek. She didn't pull away
this time.

“I want you to trust
me again,” she said softly.

“As do I,” he
said.

“What do you mean?
You never did anything to make me not trust you.”

He gave her a tight
smile. He stood up and stretched. “Are you Ok?”

She looked up at him,
confused that he didn’t answer her, but she decided to go with it.
“I’m fine, honey…oh…um, may I call you that?”

He gave her a huge
smile. She was ever so concerned which had always made him feel
truly safe with her. “Of course, Mason.” He brushed a hair from her
forehead and caressed her cheek lightly. You’re like a balm for my
soul.”

“I don’t know about
all that,” she chuckled. “Maybe a decent moisturizer.”

He laughed. “Darling,
let me do these dishes, Ok?”

“Sure. I need to
answer a couple emails anyway,” she said, pulling out her phone.
She stood up and walked over to the back of the couch to stretch
her legs a bit.

The notification
buzzed on his phone again and he knew he couldn’t ignore it. I
suppose this will be our first trust building experience, provided
she doesn’t just leave me. He'd never liked lying to Mason.
He’d always found hiding things to be much easier, still, with her,
he didn’t care for doing either. It was never any use. She always
saw through his ruses and, though he'd improved some these last few
months, he was still a terrible liar. It was a necessary part of
his work, but he hated it. Nonetheless, this update had to be done
and he was going to have to tell her the truth. He took a deep
breath and steeled his resolve. He finished cleaning up and walked
over to where she was leaning on the back of the couch. She looked
up as he approached her and smiled. He looked into her beautiful
blue eyes, the eyes which had, as he predicted, haunted his dreams
since he'd left her, and held out his hand.

“Mason. Give me your
phone, please,” he said softly but firmly.

She couldn't read
him, but she could hear in the tone of his voice something was
wrong. “Why?”

He stayed calm and
kept his hand out.

“I need to update
something on it.”

She looked at him
more closely. “I have everything set to automatically update so it
should be fine.”

He crossed his arms
and leveled a stern look at her. She was beautiful in her unknowing
defiance, but he had no patience for it right now.

She wondered if this
was some kind of trust test although it seemed odd to just jump
right in with no negotiation. She saw something in his eyes and
suddenly she started putting things together, the times he knew
where she was, the “coincidental” text messages…she cocked her
brow. “What's on my phone, Cole?” She asked, crossing her arms. His
response and her intuition lined up this time and she was confident
in her assessment of the situation.

He took a beat trying
to stay steady. For once he wished she was just a little less
sensitive. She always fucking knows. “Do you remember when I
said, I will always help?”

“Yes.”

“How did you think I
was going to do that?”

“I didn't.”

“Didn't what?”

“I didn't think you
were going to help.”

He was badly stung,
and his expression showed it. “What do you mean?” He asked, his
pain catching in his voice.

“Look, the way you
left? I remember you saying 'I can't stay but what makes you think
I won't help?' but honestly, Cole, I couldn't see how you could
help me with anything. I told you that day, the help I needed, you
were taking with you. I would have paid my very last penny to keep
you with me, for a second chance…” She saw his pained expression
and trailed off. No point in continuing. He remembered just as well
as she did.

He took a deep
breath. That hurt. His only consolation was that while she
thought he'd just abandoned her, he had really been keeping her as
close as possible. She was completely oblivious to what he'd
already done to look after her and he hoped she'd forgive him for
it.

“Go on.”

She saw the pain in
his eyes and decided to continue carefully. “Then I figured that
eventually, I wouldn't need your help. I guess I just thought you
said it to be nice.”

“When have I ever
said something that I didn't mean, Mason?” He asked, a subtle
agitation in his tone.

She paused. This
is new. He normally stays very calm. She backed down her tone.
“I dunno. I think you've always meant everything you said…at the
time you said it.”

“I never made a
promise I didn't intend to keep. Life and work got in the way but
when I said I would help, I would be there for you, I needed you,
and I love you, I meant every single fucking word, at the
time and still up to this moment,” he said. His agitation was
turning to anger, and he didn't want her to know how hurt he truly
was by her words.

His mood was
definitely off. She couldn't quite pin down why. Proceed with
caution. “I'm sorry...Cole,” she started, nervously. “I guess…I
was just trying to be open and honest with you.” I love you?
Does he still mean that even now? She knew keeping his word was
deeply important to him. She knew honesty and trust were too. So
why does it feel like he's done something shady though?

He decided to take a
breather. He needed to let his anger go. She's a fiercely
independent woman. She's just being honest, not trying to
hurt me. I shouldn't be surprised if she assumed she'd have
to go on alone. “No, no, Darling. No apologies,” he said firmly
as he walked to the fridge. “Would you like some water?”

“Ohhh, it feels so
good to hear you say that…” she breathed quietly without
thinking.

“What? Water?” He
chuckled.

She didn't reply. She
just looked at him, mentally reaching to explain. I can't
believe I said that out loud.

He took a moment to
turn and read her eyes. I see…how lovely. She still needs to
hear that from me. He walked to her and gently took her hand in
his. He leaned in close to whisper in her ear.

“I'm not going to ask
your permission. You'll always be my darling and I will always call
you that. Always, my love.”

He lightly kissed her
neck and pulled back, looking into her eyes, feeling her grip on
his hand intensify.

“Right,” she
stammered. “It's, um, it's ok. I don't mind,” she barely whispered,
a shy smile crossing her face.

He put his finger to
her lips. “I don't care.” He said softly, smiling. He let go of her
hand and slipped his hand under the lapel of her jacket.

“Let me take this, my
dear. I want you to be comfortable.”

She slipped out of
the garment, and he hung it on the back of the chair. She cleared
her throat. His increasing disregard for her consent was both
unnerving and deeply arousing. “Thank you…Yes, actually,” she said.
“Water would be lovely.”

He handed her a
bottle. He had to acquiesce somewhat. Given the impending outcome
of this conversation, he knew there was only so far he could go
with vehemently defending his honor. He was going to have to
explain himself eventually, but he didn't like how this
inevitability felt.

“Come with me,
darling, please.” He said lightly. He gently took her hand and led
her to the sofa to sit with him. He was desperately trying to
lighten the mood but the thought of finishing the task ahead of him
felt like a weight in his chest and he was sure she could sense
it.

He sat facing her.
For just a moment, having her this close again and feeling her hand
in his after thinking so many nights that he might never, sparked
an arousal in him that felt nearly irresistible. The urge to have
her right now, back in his arms, seemed almost worth the price of
burying the past unresolved. He took a slow blink and tried to
refocus.

“Do you remember what
led to me saying that?”

“I believe I was
begging you to stay,” she said, her voice catching. The pain came
on fresh sometimes and it always brought a tear to her eye.

His look softened and
he shook his head. Wrong moment. “Come here,'' he said. He
moved closer and began to slowly take her hair down, smiling as he
did so. He knew this always calmed her and right now felt like a
good time for it. “Mason, I adore how consistent you are,” he said
as he leaned close enough to whisper in her ear. “Every pin and
clip is exactly where I remember,” he said, as he removed them all
and laid them on the table behind the sofa. He felt humbled
watching the chills race down her arms, thankful that she still
could be so moved by his voice.

She pulled back and
shook her hair out. “I, um,” she bit her lower lip to keep it from
trembling. Clearing her throat, she continued, “it's flattering
that you remember.”

“Ohhh, I remember so
much about you, my love. It was torture being here alone, yet
feeling surrounded by reminders of you...of us.” He watched
appreciatively as her long, beautiful hair tumbled easily down her
back and around her shoulders.

She looked into his
warm, hazel eyes for a moment. How many nights she'd looked into
their depths right before he…Isn't it too early for “my
love”? What were we talking about? Ah, yes. “I remember
now. It was when you were telling me about your job. How dangerous
it could get.”

“Yes. That's when,
and we decided to stay together.” We tried so hard. We were too
close to winning to do what we did.

She smiled at the
memory. “I've slept with Casey every night,” she giggled. You
have to name the stuffies. It's a rule.

He smiled sweetly,
leaned in and lightly kissed her. She returned his kiss, caressing
his lips with the tip of her tongue. How he yearned to linger on
her lips the way her memory had lingered in his mind. There will
be time for that later if I have to literally fabricate it
myself. She caressed his cheek and he instinctively leaned into
her hand, kissing her palm gently. He took her hand in both of his
and placed it on his lap. Holding her hand was incredibly soothing
to him at this moment. “Mason,” he started, tenuously, “I did
something that afternoon…”

“Yes, I remember,”
she giggled, slightly giddy at the memory. “Um, you went to the pub
and got us a really good dinner…”

“Darling, before
that…”

“You put me to bed
for a nap…I was exhausted, and you were so very kind,” she stopped.
Suddenly she remembered how this conversation began. Her sweet
reminiscing at once turned anxious. She looked into his eyes. He
took a deep breath and realized she was back with him in the here
and now.

“Cole. What's on my
phone?”

“Mason…it's there to
keep you safe.”

Her eyes widened.
“What are you saying?”

He bowed his head. He
decided to make this a teachable moment and looked back up into her
eyes, straightening his posture.

“You must understand
something about me. I'm always going to do what I think is
necessary to protect you, and I may or may not tell you what I've
done, depending on whether I think it's in your best interest to
know,” he said firmly.

“Ok so…what does that
mean?”

“While you were
napping, I put a piece of software on your phone. At the time, I
felt it best not to tell you and now…it needs an update.”

She sat back from
him, less surprised than she expected she would be. She cocked that
one brow, and he knew this was about to get ugly. “Wow,” she said,
crossing her arms. “Oh, I gotta hear this. What kind of software
exactly?”

Cole stood up. He
began pacing trying to organize his thoughts.

This looks
familiar. Mason remembered him doing this same thing when he
came clean about being involved in her 303 project. She felt
sympathy for him as he struggled now with owning up to his
dishonesty, even though he felt it was necessary.

“Try to understand,
I'd just shared everything with you, and I knew, whatever happened,
I would need to be able to look after you.” He stopped pacing and
looked at her. Her face was a study in betrayal and disbelief. He
should feel awful, and he did, but he wasn't sorry. At the same
time, he'd compromised her privacy in order to protect her and he
didn't blame her for not taking it well.

“But, Cole, this is
my phone…”

“You need to
understand…”

“My privacy…how much
can you see?”

“Not as much as I
could have…”

“Were you really
reading my messages?”

“No, it doesn't work
like that. You see…”

“All of my work is on
here, sensitive financials…”

“That's all still
secured…”

“Was this about
trust?”

“Oh of course not! I
trusted you…”

“Why the fuck would
you do this?”

“This is what it
takes, Mason!” He erupted, annoyed by her push back and his own
perceived loss of control of the situation.

She'd never seen him
quite like this. Angry at her, yes but this was something more like
fierce protectiveness. She got quiet and sat very still, waiting to
see how he would play this out.

“This is what it
takes to be with me!” He stood up quickly. She watched him pacing
again, running his fingers through his hair. He turned to her once
more and stood still. He felt helpless to explain the necessity. To
him, it just was. He looked at the ceiling for a long moment.
Rubbing his neck, he tried to ease his frustration. “Mason,” he
said, looking back at her. He paused.

Her eyes were turning
grey, and he glimpsed a touch of fear in them. He sat down on the
sofa, facing her. He wanted to hold her hand, but her arms were
crossed. Defensive. He reached out tentatively to touch her
face. She flinched hard and looked down. Uncrossing her arms, she
folded her hands in her lap.

He let go of his
defense for a moment, taken aback by her reaction. What is
this? He withdrew his hand and sat back, his mind immediately
churning. This wasn’t a “I’m not ready for you to touch me” moment.
She flinched as if in fear. There were only a few reasons he could
think of why a woman might do this. All of them were rooted in
previous trauma.

He gently took her
hands in his and slowly leaned in to kiss her forehead, to which
she willingly submitted. He lingered for a moment, relishing the
feel of his lips against her skin as she exhaled, moaning barely
audibly. He placed one finger under her chin. “Mason, honey, look
at me, please,” he said softly.

“I'm sorry,” she said
quietly. “It's just a knee jerk reaction.”

He wanted to talk
about this, and he felt like she needed to as well, but it was
necessary to get this confession settled so he decided to ignore
her apology for the moment. “Mason, I know this may not sit well
with you but I'm not going to apologise for what I did,” he said
firmly.

She looked at him,
surprised. “Really,” she said sarcastically. “Fascinating. So lemme
get this straight. You compromise my privacy, without my consent
and…stay with me here…you're NOT going to apologise. Do I have that
right?” She asked facetiously.

He swallowed hard.
“Spot on,” he replied, defiantly.

She paused and looked
at him closely. He was sweating. His color had gone a bit pale, and
he was clearly agitated but trying to keep his shit together.
This is killing him. “Tell you what. I'll keep an open
mind,” she said reassuringly. “Based on everything I know about
you, I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt that you did this for
a good reason so go on. Make it make sense to me.”

He bowed his head,
relieved and never more thankful for her unending grace, her
emotional intelligence, and the depths to which she knew him. “I
appreciate you giving me the chance to explain,” he said, looking
back up at her. “The program on your phone. It's a tracker. It
tracks not only your location but, through Bluetooth, any device
you get close to.”

She leaned in
slightly. This was all at once frightening and fascinating to her.
“So, you know if I'm with someone?”

“I can also easily
know who you're with. The program feeds me their deviceid and I
have another program on my phone that identifies them.”

He could see in her
eyes she was processing the enormity of the implications of such a
program.

“Wait. Deviceids
don't work like that. You wouldn't know who…”

“Jay and Philip
stayed with you for the first three days after I left.”

“Shaun knew that,”
she countered.

“Jay arrived first,
Monday around 10am your time.”

Mason's jaw dropped.
“How did you know that? No way you got all that from my phone.”

He raised his brows,
a bit surprised at her skepticism. “Mason, what do I do for a
living?”

She stayed quiet.

“We don’t all stay
good all the time,” he reminded her.

“Clearly,” she said
flatly.

He ignored her
disdain. “I know this seems like a lot, but this is what I'm going
to demand from you, and I truly hope it doesn't scare you. For your
own safety, I need to know where you are and whom you're with.”

“This sounds more
like a lack of trust…”

He shook his head,
chuckling. “Do you realize the amount of work it takes to maintain
access to the data stream I need just to keep this working? Do you
really think I'd do all this just to see if you were having a
chance rendezvous?” He sighed, rubbing his forehead. He was going
to have to be completely transparent if he wanted her to fully
understand his reasons for doing this. “Mason, when someone is in
trouble, big trouble, as soon as law enforcement gets involved,
those two pieces of information are paramount. It's the first thing
they want, last location and last person you were with. With this,
I know instantly. Do you understand?”

She considered this
for a few moments. It was an extremely serious matter and she felt
that same apprehension as before. Looking into his eyes now and
seeing the depths to which he cared for her and how important this
was to him, she knew there would never be anyone else who would
love her so much as to go to this level to protect her. “First of
all, honey, I know this conversation was difficult and I honestly
appreciate what it cost you in pride. You know, Cole, the first
time you explained the dangers of your job to me, it scared me to
death, but…even knowing what you've just told me, if this is
something you feel you need to do, I'm okay with it. It kind of
surprises me that you felt like you couldn't tell me then, but I
just want to reassure you that I still want to see if we can make a
life together, with all of its necessary precautions. I trust you
to watch out for me.” She smiled and handed him her phone. “Thank
you for explaining it.”

Making a life
together. It was all dangerously close to coming back to him,
every moment he'd ever envisioned her wearing his ring, every night
that he'd let himself dream of waking up next to her forever. It
felt good to hear her say that she was thinking the same thing, but
he didn't want to rush in too soon. Cole took the phone from her.
“No, my dearest,” he said quietly, “thank you for understanding. If
it matters, I keep track of Shaun the same way and he keeps track
of me.” He paused to reboot her phone and get his phone from the
dining table. He sat in the chair with the phones on the coffee
table in front of him. “It looks like there are a couple more
things that need updating. There's a firmware update that should
have been applied two months ago,” he glanced up at her,
sternly.

“I guess you could
punish me...Sir,” she said coyly biting her lip through a gentle
smile.

He looked up at her
quickly and grinned. “Names, Pet,” he chuckled. He continued to
work on her phone as she watched him.

“He struck you…didn't
he?” He asked evenly.

She took a sharp
breath, and he looked up. She looked back at him helplessly.

“I…yes,” she said,
taking a slow blink.

He returned to
working on the phone. “The stranger or your ex?”

“My ex…Why do you not
want to know his name?”

“You've made it a
point to never say it.”

“No, sorry, not my
ex. The…stranger. You've repeatedly asked me not to say his
name.”

“If he's done what I
think he has, then it's best that I have no way to find him.”

“Oh, come on, Cole,”
she chuckled. “You're not capable of…”

As she was speaking,
he slowly raised his head from his work. He now fixed her with the
darkest look she'd ever seen in his hazel eyes. They were in fact
nearly black, and she started to wonder if Cole's darker side,
which she'd only glimpsed up to now, was more sinister than she
thought. At this moment, it seemed to her as if he shared space
with some untamed entity and the prospect both terrified and
excited her.

“Maybe not,” he said,
returning to his work.

She exhaled quietly
with some relief.

“Or,”

She snapped a
startled look at him. He didn't look up.

“I might be,” he
said, picking up his phone. He needed to edit the original code so
he could push updates to her phone and check if she needed any.
“And I certainly have consorts who are more than capable so…there
are things that should remain unknown to me.”

She swallowed hard.
The calmness with which he just told her these very dark things was
disquieting, at least. Still, there was a certain safeness he
conveyed in his assured demeanor, and she found it oddly
comfortable. “So noted.”

“But I've never. Not
without permission,” he said softly, still working.

“Never what?”

He looked at her and
paused. Who could ever? Who could ever strike her
deliberately? “Struck you.” He spoke quickly before his simple
thought could birth a very complex fury.

“No,” she answered,
quietly. “Cole, why are we having this conversation?”

“Don't play games,
Mason. It doesn't become you. You know why.” He laid the phone down
on the coffee table. He looked deeply into her eyes. He could see
the tears starting and it was killing him to see her hurting but he
chose to stay level. “This program isn't perfect but it's damn
near. I don't know everyone you've spent time with, but I know
you've slept alone.”

“Yes. Of course. What
are you getting at?” She asked, tearfully.

“Have I missed
anyone? Has anyone hurt you since I've been gone?” He was dying
inside just considering the prospect.

“Ohhh,” she said,
drying her eyes. “No, honey. No.”

“Then why react that
way to me?” He was mortified to think he'd brought out that kind of
response from someone he knew was pretty well adjusted.

“Honestly, I
don't…know. It's not you. It's never been you. I know that.” She
stopped. She took his hand and placed it on her cheek. He closed
his eyes in response to the deep emotion of this moment. “Cole,
honey, look at me,” she said softly.

He opened his eyes
and met her gaze. She was so much easier to read now and even at
times when he couldn't read her completely, he recognized her love
for him in her eyes.

“I'll always need
your hands on me,” she said. “Always. I don't think there will be a
moment when I wouldn't desire your touch, in all the ways you touch
me.” She smiled at him and winked.

“Mmmm, bit naughty
that,” he said, returning her smile. He moved from the chair to sit
next to her. Facing her, he ran his hands through her long, soft
hair, and tenderly up the back of her neck until he saw her close
her eyes in response.

“Mason,” he said
softly, leaning in to kiss her neck.

“Yes?” She replied,
tipping her head back. He pulled back to look at her, enjoying the
pleasure racing across her face as he watched her shiver.

“For the rest of my
life, understand this. Regardless of what happens to us, I'll
protect you. I will help. Are we clear, darling?” He ran his
fingers through the length of her hair, enjoying the privilege of
doing so.

“I am,” she said,
looking back into his eyes. She wasn't sure what to do with
this…was it a thinly veiled threat or a profession of near
unconditional love? Whatever it was, felt somewhat overwhelming to
her. “Cole, no one has ever cared for me this much. Ever. I don't
know what to say except thank you. I'm grateful for everything you
do for me and there is no one else I trust the way I do you.”

He looked at his
watch. “It's getting late,” he said quietly.

“It is,” she said,
somewhat confused that he didn't respond to her.

“I'd like you to
stay,” he said, pleading with his eyes.

“Cole, I...I have a
lot of work to do before my meeting tomorrow and…I need time to
think. Can you take me back to my hotel tonight?”

“Of course I will,
darling.” He got up and took her hand to help her. She stood and
turned to face him. Looking into her eyes, he felt every caution,
every resistance to her utterly melt. He could no longer refuse
her, and he didn't want to anymore. He firmly slipped his arm
around her waist and his hand around her throat as he pulled her
close and brought his lips to hers. She slid her arms up around his
neck and tangled her hands in his hair, naturally and instinctively
as if she'd never left him. They melted into a calm, tender, warm,
full kiss.

She rimmed his lips
with her tongue as she always had. It had become second nature to
her for the time they'd been together, and she’d wept many nights,
yearning to have the slightest chance to do it once more.

“Christ, I missed
that,” he whispered.

She kissed his neck,
“Me too,” she said. “Cole, believe me, I am tempted to stay next to
you tonight. I just think we both need a minute to process.”

He pulled her tight
to his body and tried to imprint once more the feeling of her
closeness. He gently nuzzled her neck. “It's ok, Darling,” he said
softly. He stepped back and looked into her eyes, giving her an
understanding smile. He helped her put her jacket back on and
walked her to the door. He grabbed his keys from the hook beside
the door, took one off and handed it to her. “Here. Make yourself
at home,” he chuckled.

She took the key and
laughed. “I'll start hanging family photos.”

He paused for a
moment, tracing a finger down her cheek. “Please tell me I'll see
you tomorrow. Please, Mason,” he said softly.

“Of course you will,”
she smiled that huge, comforting smile that he'd so longed to see
again.

 



CHAPTER 16

 


“He did WHAT?” Lacey
was livid and right now, she wished she wasn’t just on the other
end of a phone call. “The fuckin’ nerve uh dis guy! Sorry, hon, I
just got off work and I’m still a little hype but who the actual
fuck does he think he is?”

“I dunno, Lace,”
Mason replied. “I thought about it all night. Slept like shit,” She
was doing her makeup and trying to catch up with Lacey. This
concealer has its work cut out today. “I guess with what he
does, it makes sense.” She'd never told Lacey exactly what Cole did
for a living and she wasn't going to. All Lacey knew was that it
was IT security.

“Baby, I don't think
this is right though,” Lacey said. “Benjamin Lincoln said if ya
give up ya privacy for protection, ya don't deserve neither
one.”

Mason adored Lacey's
confidence in her own knowledge even though she usually got just
one little thing wrong. “Franklin,” she corrected.

“Franklin Lincoln?
That don't sound right. Listen, sweetie. Come home. I'm not sure
you should still be messing wit him. What if you'd dated someone
while yous were separated?”

“I guess that'd be
one more thing we had to work out then. I understand where you're
coming from, Lace, I really do…”

“Do ya? Or didja let
all that English countryside charm go to ya head on sight?”

She had a point.
Mason distinctly recalled the flush of heat between her legs the
moment he opened the door to his apartment. “Who are you talking
to? Lacey, you know me. I'm tough. I been through worse and never
gave an inch.”

Lacey had to concede,
“Yeah, good point. Oh, sweetie I just wanna see you safe.”

“Well, I honestly
think he did this just to keep me safe.”

“Ok, fine, but do you
feel safe wit him now? He don't sound quite like the Cole you
met,”

“He's not,” Mason
said. “Some of that is my fault…”

“Nope. Not hearin’ it
and if I ever meet that Reese muhfuckah…”

“Ok, babe, noted.”
Mason admired Lacey for her fearless protectiveness, and she'd seen
her make good on it, but if she didn't reign her in, Lacey would
make good on it every time. “I do. I do feel safe with Cole.”

Lacey paused for a
moment. “Ay, you think he feels safe wit chu?”

Mason thought about
it. “I hope so. Have you ever needed something so bad you can't
sleep at night? Fuck, I need him.” She paused for a minute.

“Ok, Brandy from the
nineties,” Lacey giggled. “Answer the question.”

“I think so, Lace. I
think he's starting to trust me.”

“Oh. So yous talked
about Reese?”

“Not yet. We're still
feeling things out, you know?”

“What are you doin’
today? I thought you was meetin’ wit uh…Brian next week?”

“Brice. I am. Jay
asked me to call on a tech vendor today. It’s for a different
project. We hired them a month ago and they’ve done fuck all since.
Communication is shit and they are barely answering emails.”

“You’d think yous
could find someone right here in New York.”

“Yeah, well, price is
a factor. Everything in New York is twice as expensive and I guess
since we found Cole here, we figured this must be a good place to
find tech services but this one I think is a bust. They are too
unresponsive, in my opinion. Anyway, I’m gonna meet with them then
head over to Cole’s.”

“Baby girl…just be
careful. I liked Cole, don’t get me wrong, but I love you more. I
don't wanna see you hurt again.”

“It's all good,
sweetie. Hey, it's getting late and I gotta run.”

“Call me.”

“I will.”

###

“Cole, how's that
build coming along?” Brice walked into Cole's office without
knocking and sat down. It was one of the more irritating things he
did but Cole tolerated it because Brice had always been kind.
Today, however, Cole was completely unbothered.

“Brice, good to see
you,” he said, with a smile.

Brice looked at him
carefully then glanced around. “Am I in the right office? Where's
the brooding programmer who works in 'ere?” Brice chuckled. “You're
grinnin’ like a Cheshire cat. What's 'appened?”

“Yesterday, she
didn't…but today…she does, Brice,” he winked.

“Ohhh, so you've
talked to Mason?” Brice asked. He had decided not to tell Cole that
Mason was his next client. He figured it was best to let it all go
through normal channels. Cole would find out when he got back to
New York.

“Better than that.
She's in London on business. We met last night.”

“You sure this is
good? You're not just sweeping things under the rug are ya?”

Cole sighed and his
smile slightly faded. “The temptation is there and it's strong but
we're not. We're working it out. Brice, this was the chance I
wanted. I just didn't know if it would happen. I assumed I was
going to have to wait until I got back to New York but and
yesterday, it dropped into my lap.”

“Nervous?”

“I thought I would be
but I'm not. I've always felt that I could take on anything with
her.”

“I guess you're about
to find out, yeah?”

“I guess so.”

Brice stood up and
looked at him carefully. “Can I offer some advice, Cole.”

Cole sat back and
smiled. “Of course you can.”

“Don't let her go
again. No matter what happens. Stay. Sleep on the couch. Give her
some space but if she's the one, don't ever walk out. Work through
it...If that makes sense.”

Cole considered this.
“It does. I'd often thought that I should have stayed. Stepped
back, worked things through. Now I feel like we have so much more
ground to cover because I left.”

“Do you still have
that ring you got for her?”

“Yes. But we're not
there yet, obviously. Why do you ask?”

“Keep it on ya. Let
that remind you where you're headed.” Brice smiled at him
gently.

It occurred to Cole
that although they were close in years, Brice had a much older
wisdom, much like Shaun.

“I will do,” he
said.

###

As Cole approached
his flat, he looked up and was surprised to see the door standing
open. Shaun was supposed to be visiting his parents. Cole checked
his tracker. Yep. At the pub with his dad…so who was in his
apartment and why had they left the door open? He wished like
anything that he didn’t have to climb the squeaky, outside steps to
his door and that he’d chosen to wear trainers today but removing
his dress shoes was the only thing he could do to mitigate the
noise from his approach. As he slowly ascended the steps about
halfway, he was even more shocked to hear barking from inside his
flat. Seconds later, Brie popped her head out and woofed at him. He
shook his head in disbelief.

“Brie?” He asked. He
walked the rest of the way up the stairs and looked in.

“Hello, Cole!” Jim
called from across the room. He was dressed in sweats, standing at
the back wall, next to Cole’s couch and chair, creating a sitting
area in front of the bookshelf.

“Jim, it’s good to
see you and Brie as always,” he chuckled as he set his shoes down
behind the door. “Might I ask…”

Jim laughed. “You
might.” He looked toward the kitchen area and Cole followed his
gaze. There, where his couch used to be, was an oversized,
overstuffed sofa that Mason was trying to drag into place behind a
large coffee table.

“Holy Christ!” Cole
quickly walked over to help her.

Mason looked up at
him as they finally got the couch situated. She stood smiling and
put her hands on her hips. “Wow! I’m glad you like it.”

“No, I mean
you…actually doing manual labor. Well, not completely, of course. I
see you’ve found help.”

“Biiiitch,” she said
softly, giggling as Jim walked over to shake Cole’s hand.

“Good to see you once
again,” Jim said, a bit breathlessly. “I hope you don’t mind. I was
out for a run with Brie, and I saw the sofa delivery being made to
your flat. We came over and met your lovely fiancée here, and she
explained that she was going to be re-arranging furniture after the
delivery, so I offered to help.”

Mason had retrieved
some water from the fridge, and she walked over and handed a bottle
to Jim, with Brie right on her heels. “Jim’s been a great help,”
she said, beaming, “and Brie has been such a good girl,” she bent
down to pet Brie’s head.

Cole was processing
this scene without much luck. “Jim, I’d like to thank you for
helping out. I really appreciate it,” he chuckled.

“Oh, really it was
nothing. Glad to help,” Jim replied.

“I’m getting ready to
make dinner. Rosemary chicken and veg. I’d love for you to join
us.”

“Thank you. I will
do, some other time. Tonight, I’m making dinner for my brothers.
Taco bar,” he said.

“Ah, sounds
delicious. Well, you’re welcome any time, you know that,” Cole
said, walking him and Brie to the door.

“You're truly kind.
So how long will you two be here?” Jim asked, lowering his
voice.

Cole looked back at
Mason who was leaning on the back of the sofa, flipping through her
phone. “I’m not sure. I have a job coming up in New York soon, so a
month or two at best.”

“Ah, plenty of time
to see you again,” Jim smiled gently at Cole. “She’s lovely, Cole.
Really, lovely,” he said softly.

Cole smiled
knowingly, “She is that. I’m glad you’ve met, and we will be having
you over soon.”

“Looking forward to
it. Ta for now.” Jim patted Cole’s shoulder and he and Brie headed
down the steps.

Cole shut the door
and hung his keys on the hook next to it. He looked around at the
new space carefully.

His old couch, coffee
table, and chair now resided in the corner of the room next to the
bookshelf. In its original place was a beautiful large, wide, sofa
with a soft grey upholstery and a heavy, baroque style coffee table
sitting on a solid black area rug. The pieces looked comfortable
and luxurious, a bit big for this space and certainly not in
keeping with his functional tastes but he very much liked the
overall look. Mason was standing next to the sofa, still going
through her phone. He took a moment to slowly take her in. She
looked quite relaxed in her casual teal tennis skirt and…is she
wearing one of my dress shirts? He chuckled softly to himself.
If I were to hold you for the sake of all the times that love
made us lose our fucking minds, I would never let you go. Ever.
He walked over to her and rolled up his sleeves as he stood in
front of her. She put her phone on the side table behind the couch
and stood with her hands clasped in front of her, looking up at
him. She suddenly felt slightly nervous. He wasn’t smiling but she
didn’t sense he was upset with her. He just stood there, a bit
stoic, looking her over as he slid his hands into his pockets.

“I’m sorry,” she said
shakily.

“Why?” He asked,
calmly.

She looked at him
helplessly, unable to get a clear read. Her nerves were clouding
her reasoning and the only thing she could think of was to...

“Don’t apologize
unnecessarily, Mason,” he said quietly. Once again, he felt like
this was a trauma response, but he hadn’t yet sorted it. He was
truly beginning to think it was something he’d done but he didn't
know what. He figured that, as they navigated this reconciliation,
he’d find out. He grasped her shoulders and rubbed them gently,
leaning in to lightly kiss her forehead. He headed to the kitchen.
From a top cupboard, he pulled out a bottle of whisky and a glass.
He loaded it with ice and poured a few shots. “Would you like a
whisky?” He asked.

“I would, thank you,”
she answered as she slowly walked over to him. She wanted to slip
her arms around him from behind, but something seemed off about his
mood.

He filled a second
glass and handed it to her. Cole raised his glass. “To you, my
dear.” He leaned back against the counter and knocked back about
half of the contents of his glass.

This is
different. She raised her glass and took a generous sip.

“Looks like you’ve
had a busy day,” he said evenly, meeting her gaze.

“I did,” she replied.
She wasn’t going to volunteer any conversation. She had the
distinct feeling he wasn’t in the mood for idle chatter. “How was
your day?”

Filled with
thoughts of making you my wife. He put his hand in his pocket
where he was carrying her ring. She was holding her glass in her
left hand and he noticed on her ring finger a sizable stone set on
a simple gold ring. Where did that come from?

She noticed his gaze
and her mind clicked everything into place. “I didn’t tell Jim we
were engaged, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said.

“I’m sure you didn’t
have to. I can see how he got the idea,” Cole said, knocking back
another good swallow.

She looked at him
carefully. “What is it, Cole?” She said sharply.

He raised his brows,
“What do you mean?”

“You’re clearly
upset,” she said.

“I don’t really know
what to think right now but yes, I’m irritated, I guess.”

“I am so sick of your
bullshit,” she chuckled.

“Wup?” He
snapped.

She repeated herself,
speaking slowly, enunciating each word. “I’m sick of your
bullshit.”

“What do you
mean?”

She took a deep
breath. “You always say you want open honest communication and yet
I feel like I have to constantly read your mood and drag the truth
out of you.”

“Mason, I’ve always
been honest with you,” he said.

“You were back in New
York but now you're hesitating. You need to open up.” She softened
her tone and walked over to him. “Only being honest when you’re
pressed isn’t going to get us anywhere.” He drained his glass and
set it on the counter. She stood in front of him and did the same.
The whisky went to her head faster than she expected and she leaned
into him to balance herself.

He slipped his arms
around her waist and pulled her to him. His irritation quickly
changed to concern “Careful, darling. Are you Ok?”

The events of her
last night with Reese suddenly came rushing back and she shook her
head, trying to clear it. “Cole, I’m sorry.” She looked up into his
eyes, every minute of the aftermath of Reese firing through her
mind. “I’m so, so sorry.” she said sadly. She anxiously stepped
back from him.

He was hesitant to
let her go. He took the glass from her and held her arm lightly.
“Darling, have a seat.” He pulled out one of the dining chairs and
guided her to it. She sat down and he gave her a bottle of
water.

“Cole I’m sorry,” she
said, drinking a fair amount. She giggled lightly, trying to play
off her remembrance. “I think I just drank that too fast. It’s been
a while since I’ve had something stronger than wine.”

He looked at her
closely. The whisky had hit him a bit hard too, but he seemed
better off than she was. “Are you going to be alright?” He
asked.

She nodded. “I am.
I…I really am. Sorry again.”

“Mason, you’ve
apologised four times since I’ve come home. Can we talk about
that?” He asked, sitting down with her. He couldn’t get a bead on
her mood, but he felt as though everything suddenly went off
between them.

She looked into his
eyes and saw his concern, but she wasn’t ready to talk about
something she didn’t understand herself. “We can but I think you
have other questions first,” she said, deflecting him. She mustered
her strength. It was time to dig in and she needed him to feel
comfortable doing so. “Just ask me, Cole,” she said decisively. “I
really do want to be vulnerable with you. I want all the
confrontation, all of the questions. I need to bare my soul to you,
but I don’t know what you want.”

Cole paused for a
moment. He’d never truly known anyone as open as she was and
tonight, he would gratefully take her at her word. “Ok,” he said
firmly. “You win, darling…but I’ll warn you now, we’re setting a
precedent. I promise. Going forward, I will tell you absolutely
everything.”

She furrowed her
brow. “Um…maybe not everything,” she giggled.

He laughed, “Ok, not
everything.” He took a moment to gather his thoughts. He
took her left hand in his. “Mason, whom did this ring come from?”
He asked seriously.

“We are just full of
assumptions, aren’t we,” she giggled. “Me, Cole. I bought myself a
ring. The stone is Swarovski crystal because I want it to appear
like a diamond but if it gets lost or stolen, I’m not out
much.”

“And the reason for
wearing it on your left hand?”

“Simply, it keeps the
creeps away,” she said. “I had a meeting today, went out shopping,
and I knew there would be people around for the furniture delivery,
so I put it on.” She paused to think for a minute to think.
“Frankly, I got it when you left.”

He closed his eyes at
the sting of her words. “Mason, I’m so damn sorry I left you. I
should have never…”

“No. No. We’re not
doing that,” she interrupted. “That’s not why I’m telling you this.
Listen, I’ve always been subject to the odd date request when I go
out but once you left, I just didn’t want to be bothered.” She
reached over and cupped his cheek. “My dearest, were you really
worried about that?”

“Mason, my feelings
and thoughts are so confused right now. I guess I just…I don’t
know.” He thought for a minute. “It does seem a shame that women
feel the need to resort to such things.”

She shrugged. “It is
what it is but yeah, a lot of women do.” She paused and looked at
him for a read. He seemed pensive. “Are we having dinner or just
drinks?” Mason asked.

He looked her over,
so comfortable in his tee and work shirt and he ached to hold her.
I’d give a lot to have you for dinner. “Do you want to talk
some more tonight?” He asked.

“It’s what I came
back here for, really,” she said softly.

“How about I make the
chicken another night. It’ll give us more time to talk if I’m not
cooking.

“I can order dinner
in for us,” she offered.

“No, no. I have
leftover cottage pie in the fridge. Shaun made it. It’s damn good
and it’ll be quick.”

She couldn’t contain
her surprise. “Shaun cooks?”

“He does now,” Cole
chuckled. “Darling, I was a wreck when I got back. He took care of
me the whole first week, his mum talking him through cooking.”

She felt the sting of
his words. Let it go, Mason. You’ll get to that later.
“You’re very lucky to have him in your life.”

“I’m twice lucky to
have him and you, sweetheart,” he said, leaning in to kiss her
cheek. He wanted to lighten up this evening and for as long as
possible. The tension and heavy conversations were wearing hard on
his spirit. “Another round of whisky or wine this time?”

“Wine, please,” she
giggled. “I'm afraid the whisky hits like a sledgehammer.”

###

“Give Shaun my
compliments,” Mason said, washing down her last bite with the
Chardonnay.

“Right?” Cole said,
smiling. “His mum is a great cook and I guess he's inherited her
gift.”

“Where is he, by the
way? I thought you two lived together.”

“We do,” Cole
replied. “His company has gone remote one hundred.”

“What do you
mean?”

“They are completely
remote, work from anywhere,” he said.

“So, he took care of
you pretty well?” She asked.

He looked at her,
cheerful, relaxed. He was torn between opening up to her and just
wanting to snuggle on the couch with her in peace. He drained his
glass. “More wine?”

“Sure,” she said,
realizing this was a new tell for him. When he ignored her
question, something weighty was coming.

He cleared the table
and filled their glasses again. He leaned down to kiss her forehead
before returning the bottle to the refrigerator. “Mason,” he
started as he sat down, “I was a mess when I got back here,” he
said.

Mason put her head
down. She was beginning to think there would never be a time when
she didn't feel a deep-seated guilt over his broken heart.

“I'm so sorry,
Honey,” she said quietly.

He lifted her chin,
“Darling, no. Look at me, please.”

She looked back up at
him and he could see her sadness. “Don't take that on, please,” he
said. “It just…it was what it was and now you're here with me and
to a great extent, my soul is peaceful again.” He smiled at her,
and she returned a shy smile.

“I want to be your
peace. Truly I do,” she said.

He sat back and
continued, “So you remember I said Shaun used to spend weekends at
his parents' place?”

“Right,” she said,
taking a drink.

“Well, he stayed with
me every day, looking after me. We went to his parents place a few
times but everywhere he went, he took me and kept me close, until I
got your reply that you'd agreed to see me. Then he said he was
heading up to his mum's. He said I was in good hands now.” He
squeezed her hand in his.

She giggled. “Well,
I'll have to make sure I don't let him down.” She held his gaze as
she brought his hand to her lips. He closed his eyes, taking in the
comfort of her loving gesture.

“We're still in love,
aren't we,” he said looking back into her eyes.

“I think we are
but…we're fractured,” she said, squeezing his hand in both of hers.
“I just think there's a lot to fix.” She leaned in close to him and
gently kissed his neck. The scent of him was irresistible to her
and his closeness was having its usual effect. She felt the heat
and wetness between her legs and by his increasing respirations,
she could tell he was winding up as well.

“Fuck, Mason,” he
whispered into her ear. “I want you right now, darling.”

She sat back and
watched him slowly open his eyes to meet her gaze. “Mmmm, it's so
goddamn tempting to just forget about it,” she said softly,
reaching out to gently caress his cheek. “If I were to lead with my
feelings, I'd have you right now, on that sofa, over…and over…until
you couldn't walk or remember your own name.” She watched as his
pupils dilated and she heard his breath catch. The emotion in this
moment was bringing back so many beautiful memories of nights in
his arms. She wanted more of that, and she knew that, in order to
get there, they couldn't go any further with this. She sat back in
her chair. “But if we overlook it now, it'll come back later and
really hurt us,” her voice caught. “Do you remember what I said,
Cole? If you're willing, I'll commit to working through this for as
long as it takes. I'll lay my soul bare for you. I'll do anything
you ask. I desperately want to rebuild the trust. I want to regain
your faith. I'm only asking you one thing.”

He thought carefully
for a long moment. He reached inside himself, past all the demons,
past the fear, to his guarded spirit. Can I ever trust her
again? I sure as hell want to try. “Go on,” he said.

“Tell me what you
want me to do,” she said softly, shyly smiling.

“Ohhhh, Mason,” he
smiled. “Not really the time is it,” he said, tracing a finger down
her smooth cheek. “But I like it and it's you to your core, innit,
darling,” he chuckled.

“Ok,” she conceded,
“I'm sorry for joking around. I still meant every word, Cole. Just
tell me what you want. What do you need from me?”

He looked into her
shining blue eyes and for once, he didn't feel so much of the
weakness they'd always induced. He saw her sincerity, her
willingness, most of all, her utter submission, and it rekindled a
dark flame in him, a base desire he had yet to explore with anyone.
“I know this sounds like the most backward way to do this, but I've
had a lot of time to think,” he said bluntly. “If I ever found you
in my arms again, if we ever found enough love for each other to
work this out, and I think we have, I decided I would just begin by
trusting you implicitly and I'm not going to do any stupid shit of
making you earn my trust again. Promises and words are only that.
It’s actions that are most important for both of us going
forward.”

“Agreed…I'll do
anything you ask,” she said quietly. She looked into his eyes,
receptive and patient, before continuing. “I've had a lot of time
to think. When I say these last months were a living hell, I mean
it. I'd rather die, go to hell, and face Satan himself than live
without you. All I want is to prove myself to be the woman you can
completely depend on; be the woman you can't live without.”

He lost his breath
for a second. Her profession of love hit him hard, and, in this
moment, he felt overwhelmed by a deep affection for her. “Christ,
Mason,” he whispered. He put his head down to get his thoughts
together. “You already are,” he said, looking back at her. “Now, I
need you to belong to me and understand what that means so…let's
not get ahead of ourselves, darling.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I want something
from you.”

“You can ask me
anything.”

“I'm not asking for
this, Mason.”

“So, you're going to
make demands? This should be interesting.”

“I expect it should
interest you. I…”

She wasn’t keen on
his attitude right now, but she was trying to walk his way. “Look,
don't insult my intelligence. I think I'm smart enough to figure
out what it means to belong to somebody.” She looked into his eyes
and swallowed hard as his expression suddenly went dark.

He lowered his brow.
He reached out and ran his finger lightly along her cheek and
jawline. “Don't fucking interrupt me again, Mason,” he said softly.
“Not tonight. Are we clear?”

Mason gasped
slightly. She hadn't expected his coarseness and while this
particular darkness somewhat frightened her, she couldn't hide her
body's heated flush, a consistent reaction to his touch. Still
looking into his eyes, she quickly realized he was no longer
interested in an even exchange. “Yes. I'm sorry. I'm clear,” she
said quietly.

“You'll forgive me if
I somewhat disagree. I'm not sure you completely understood what it
means to belong to me and while we’re both here, I intend to show
you.”

“So, what are we
talking about? Are you going to…train me?”

“No, my darling, when
one is trained to do something, they do it by rote. I wouldn't want
you to love me thoughtlessly. Simply put, I want you to learn to
love me with purpose and I want to own you completely.”

“Ownership goes two
ways, doesn't it?” She asked.

His eyes darkened.
His memory flashed back to the moment when he gave his soul over to
her. It was a moment chiseled into his mind and since then he'd
tried hard to not regret it, even in the face of her indiscretion.
He'd nearly pushed the pain of her betrayal out, but this question
brought back the sting. Looking into her eyes, he saw her fear and
confusion and realized his expression had betrayed him. He forced a
gentle smile. Her fear was a signal to him that he had her full
attention, but he would never enjoy inducing it. “My love, you've
owned me since I first touched you. The first time my fingertips
caressed your skin, I knew I forever wanted the privilege.”

As she contemplated
his words, she began to weep softly. “I, uh…I didn’t know. I’m so
sorry. I didn't…I didn't…take care of you…”

“Shhh. Don't,” he
said quietly. “We've done enough torturing ourselves, haven't
we.”

He handed her a
tissue from the box on the table. She wiped her eyes and looked
back into his. He brushed her hair back with his hand. “What is it,
m'love?”

“I’m still not sure
what…what all this means.”

He gently caressed
her cheek. “Stay with me. Follow my lead implicitly. Let me show
you the life I want to build with you.”

“I don’t feel like I
deserve…I wasn’t a good…woman for you. I hurt, Cole. I ache to go
back and just…change so much…”

Cole saw her unwept
tears and wished to all the gods he could fix everything instantly
for her. “Shhhh, darling. It's ok,” he said. He knelt down next to
her, waiting patiently as she dabbed her eyes. He looked up at her.
“Hey,” he said, softly smiling. “I promise you. We're going to be
stronger than we were and…it makes me very happy to know that right
now, we're starting from a place of deep love for each other.”

She tried to laugh to
stop her tears, but it was no good. He stood and rubbed her back as
she once again dried her eyes. “Me too, Cole,” she said.

“Wine or water?” He
asked, gently kissing her head.

“Water, definitely,”
she said, drying her eyes.

“I should have
stayed,” he said as he handed her a bottle of water and sat down
again. “I should never have left you.”

“You had to come back
to get your papers straight,” she said sympathetically.

“No. After…I mean. I
should have stayed and tried to work things out.”

“You couldn't have
done that. Leaving was always your go-to solution.”

He shot a defensive
look at her. “What do you mean?”

She slow blinked.
Do you even know how to approach something with caution,
Mason? “Sorry. I didn't mean to be…brusque.”

“What's the
expression? Five-dollar word…for rude.”

“Fair enough,” she
said gently. “It’s just…when you weren’t ready to do something, you
left. That night in my office, you weren’t ready for the next level
of intimacy, so you went back to your hotel. When you weren’t ready
to live with me, you left…”

“No, no. I think you
read that wrong,” he interrupted, “I always wanted to stay
with you, but I wasn’t sure we were ready to move in together. We
just hadn’t talked about it enough.”

“How many nights, how
many texts, how many conversations did we need to have for you to
have understood that I was so incredibly lonely without you? I said
it ten ways to Sunday. I needed you in my space. I wanted to wake
up to you every morning and hold you every night. My body literally
ached to be near you,” Mason said, her voice trembling
slightly.

“Does it still?” He
asked, barely audibly.

“What?”

He looked into her
eyes. His spirit was tired, and his body wanted desperately to feel
hers again. They'd been oceans apart for months and now, here she
was, in all her beauty, in all her fire and gentility and, he
wondered, is she just as receptive to me as she used to be?
Would she still quiver under my touch? Would she…In his mind he
knew what he should do, stay on track and listen, but she was so
goddamn close that he could smell her perfume, still Marc Jacobs
Perfect. He could nearly feel the heat from her body and as
frustrated as he could see she was, her azure eyes were just as
deep and alluring as ever. He yearned to hold her close to him. He
couldn't fucking resist her and it was starting to piss him
off.

“Nothing. Go on.” He
relented, quietly.

“Cole, you can't say
I didn't try to make it clear how much I needed you but night on
night you turned your back and left. I just don't know how else I
could have told you and I can't believe you didn't hear me.”

How dare she?
“I couldn't just be a need, Mason. I wanted you to choose me.
Choose that need.” He bolted about half of his water, walked to the
counter and leaned against it, staring at the floor.

She drank some of her
water and stood up. She needed to think. She leaned against the
back of the sofa and looked at him. Once he looked up at her and
she caught his gaze, she spoke. “Doesn't that mean I'd be able to
choose not needing you? A need isn't a choice.”

He stopped. “Good
point,” he said evenly. “But you knew I was struggling with making
that move and you claimed to understand why I hesitated. You said
you'd walk my way.”

“It was a long way to
go, Cole,” she interrupted, sharply. “I thought we'd meet in the
middle.”

“I'll grant you it
was far left of center but if you remember, I did finally decide to
make the move, and yes, we talked a lot about it beforehand and
I've no doubt I was letting you down by leaving you alone some
nights but understand this. I never wanted to do that. Every
fucking day I thought about us and whether my hesitation and my
work requirements were unfair to you. I suppose there were things I
didn't hear, Mason, because I was listening with my heart.” His
voice caught in his throat. “But no matter what you were trying to
say, at any point in that timeline, I would have never believed you
weren't completely mine and that we weren’t going to eventually
work things out. I thought I had time…” He stopped. He didn't like
how angry he was getting, and he didn't want to scare her, but he
was going to make sure she got it all. “All I needed was time. I
just didn't want to get hurt again…I didn't want to sleep on my
couch for weeks…again...or have to live by a god damn
hydration schedule…again just to keep from killing myself!”
The anger that was simmering just below the surface was now
threatening to boil over. He knew he couldn't continue in his
current state of mind. This conversation was taking its toll and he
was emotionally exhausted. He had to take a break or risk saying
something that he could never take back. He looked away from her
and stared at the floor for a minute. He hadn't realized his fists
were clenched. He slid his hands into his pockets and took a deep
breath. He looked up but didn't meet her gaze. Instead, he looked
out the window next to the door. “I don't want to have this
conversation anymore tonight.”

“Oh, I see. So, when
you're done talking, we're done talking, right?” Mason asked
angrily as she grabbed her purse and walked towards the door. “I
think I'll take a page from your playbook and go back to my hotel.
I need to think.”

“You won't go back to
your room. Not tonight.”

In those two short
sentences, the tone of his voice had turned icy and his words
ominous. She had her hand on the door and she stopped. She turned
around slowly to meet his grim stare. She swallowed hard but she
didn't flinch. This was the side of him she had seen last night,
the darker entity behind his eyes. He didn't scare her much. Still,
she wasn't sure that she was able to keep the fear she did feel out
of her eyes. Does he really intend to keep me captive against my
will? She took a steady breath and reached inside herself.
Do I really want to leave?

He was nearly
panicked and barely breathing. Her hand was on the door. She was a
hair's breadth to walking out and it terrified him. He didn't know
why but he felt like if she walked out tonight, he'd lose her
forever and the thought of never again having her close to him
nearly brought him to his knees. He swallowed harder than he would
have liked and decided to run the most intense gambit he could
imagine. It was never like him to take a brutish initiative,
especially without negotiation but he was desperate. He steeled his
expression, took a deep breath, and spoke calmly. “Here's what you
are going to do. You are going to go into the bedroom and get ready
for a shower. I'm going to help you wash your hair. Then I'm going
to put you to bed.” His voice was quiet yet authoritative. His
gaze, steady and piercing.

She looked into his
eyes. Much of the tenderness she'd seen had now been replaced by
that dark, foreboding presence that both frightened and aroused
her. “Right,” she said, her mouth suddenly going dry. “Sorry but,
if it's all the same to you I think I'd rather…”

“Quiet!” He snapped.
The tone of his voice startled her, and she dropped her purse. He
quickly crossed the room to her and snatched her hand from the
doorknob. Closing her fragile wrists in his hands, he pinned her
arms above her head and pushed her back against the door, her body
under his full weight and his knee wedged between her legs. He
brought his face close to hers and locked her gaze with his. He saw
the fear in her eyes but there was something else, that yearning,
wanton look that he'd seen many times before. He leaned in and
brought his lips to just below her ear. She could feel his breath
on her neck as he spoke softly, “If you really want to leave, I'll
take you to your hotel, my…love…but the heat I feel between your
legs tells me you want to stay.”

She closed her eyes,
trembling uncontrollably and she felt a trickle down the inside of
her thigh. Her body's willing response to him, even after all these
months, happened without fail and just this once she wished she
could hide it. It had been so long since she had felt his body on
hers and now that he was pressed fully against her, all she could
think of was how much she'd yearned and ached for this moment to
come again and the intense anticipation of the utter fulfillment
only he could give her. She had no further defense and her threats
to leave were a weak facade at best.

That familiar,
blessed warmth emanating from her and the fire it ignited under his
skin reminded him of the many sleepless nights when he'd deeply
missed feeling her voluptuous body against his. He released her
wrists, running his hands slowly, firmly down her raised arms. As
he moved his hands easily over her heavy, soft breasts, for this
first time in too long, he went weak with an overwhelming desire.
He didn't care about the tears falling onto his face. His entire
being shook as he reveled in the sweet floral scent of her perfume,
bringing back the most passionate moments he'd ever known, and the
irresistible comforting feel of her thick, soft figure under his
hands again. It had been achingly long since he'd experienced her
body like this, sensuous and quivering under his caress, and the
thought suddenly occurred to him that both of them had too many
clothes on. He slid his arm around her waist holding her body
firmly against his.

She couldn't escape
his embrace, even if she'd wanted to. Her arms now rested on his
shoulders, and she tangled her fingers in his long waves of thick,
dark hair.

He watched her
expression change from fear to helpless desire as her every other
breath was catching in her throat. With his other hand, he reached
under the hem of her skirt, running his fingers up the outside of
her smooth thigh, firmly gripping her bare ass then following the
string of her thong forward between her legs which she
instinctively spread for him. There it was, the sacred flood she
could never control under his touch, that holy response he could
still draw out, betraying the hold he still had on her. She was
soaked down the inside of her thighs and that was his question
answered. He never broke her gaze but, in his soul, he felt humbled
to know that this gorgeous, loving woman still felt something so
deep for him. He shifted his knee and brought his hand around her
hip to the front. He watched a lecherous, desirous expression cross
her face and she clenched his long, soft hair in her fingers. Her
mouth opened as she tried to speak but ultimately, he heard her
gasp then moan, “Cole…I don’t…I’m not…”

“Not what, darling?”
He growled, trying not to tip his head back into her hands as she
pulled hard on his thick hair.

“I’m not…oh…fuck…I
don’t know.” She looked into his eyes, and he saw her raw
desperation. He never moved his hand. He kept it there on her
stomach, his fingertips just above the string of her thong.

He leaned in and
kissed her under her ear. “You do know, Mason,” he murmured. “You
know how much I want you, and you know how badly I want to take you
right now.”

“Cole, we can’t,” she
moaned. She felt her own essence soaking her thong.

“Your body tells me
something different,” he said, slipping his hand inside the silky
little triangle of fabric and between her bare full lips. He
submerged his now debauched mind in the raw arousal that consumed
her expression. He watched her close her eyes and arch her neck as
he easily inserted his two middle fingers into her. Gently
beckoning, he felt the steady swelling against his fingertips.
“Ohh, my love, you are soaked,” he moaned, softly. “Your willing
body speaks to me when you have no words. It always has.”

“Yes…yes, of course
it does,” she choked the words, looking back into his eyes. “I
don’t…know what you want me to do? Cole, it’s too soon.”

He removed his
fingers from inside her and brought them to his mouth. “Fuck, you
still taste sweet to me. I want to take you tonight. I want to just
forget…forget…FUCK. I need to be inside you…bring us together
again, please.” He was nearly begging for her, and his blatant
desire was deeply embedded in his trembling voice.

“I want to taste your
lips,” she pleaded with him. This was something they’d done so
often, and she craved the bonding that came with sharing the taste
of each other.

He obliged her and
filled her mouth with his tongue, once more slipping his hand
between her legs, rubbing her pearl, feeling her body shiver
against him. Her kisses brought an intense arousal that he could
barely control, and she could feel him against her leg.

She pushed her knee
up slightly between his legs just to experience his reaction to her
in some way. Feeling him getting hard against her gave her a
burning affirmation she had been seeking since the first night they
were ever together.

A sudden clarity of
mind came over him and he slowly, unwillingly pulled away from her
as she rimmed his lips. He looked back into her eyes and stopped,
cold. He shook his head gently to try and clear the pounding of his
own blood. “We’re not going to do this, Mason. I want to take you
tonight, show you my love once again. Christ, there's so much I
long to do to you tonight and I know we will but…fuck…you’re right.
We can’t. We shouldn’t, not now.” He panted the words as he removed
his hand from her thong and struggled to bring his own arousal
down.

She was barely able
to catch her breath as she released his hair from her trembling
hands. Her inner thighs were completely soaked, and her heart was
pounding. She profoundly wanted him, but she knew sex would be a
mistake. At this point it could kill any chance of true
reconciliation. The unresolved pain would just resurface later. In
this heated moment, there was too much temptation to forget when
they needed to forgive. “You’re right…so…um…are you taking me to my
hotel?”

He looked back into
her eyes. “I know you can hear me,” he said quietly but intensely,
“but I'm not sure you're listening.” He felt her body shake hard
under his. “I meant what I said earlier. I wasn't making a request,
my darling,” he said softly as he kissed her lips again, the sweet
taste of her lingering between them, making him wish he could fully
devour her. “Go into the bedroom and get ready for your shower. By
that I mean, I want you fully stripped for me. Sit on the bed and
wait. I'll be there shortly.” He slowly and reluctantly stepped
back from her. “Go, darling.”

She tenderly kissed
his lips once more and slowly walked past him into the bedroom, her
head down as he watched her go. He picked her purse up and placed
it on the table. He was going to have to take control of himself
and this situation. He didn’t want her to leave again. In his mind,
as of right now, she was here to stay. Brice was right. Give her
some space, sleep on the couch, but stay and work it out. He
looked at the sofa for a long minute. It did look like a pretty
comfortable place to sleep, and he was glad she’d got it.

Mason didn’t want to
go back to her hotel, but she was a bit fearful of what was next.
Cole’s demeanor was so very different from what it was when they
were together in New York. He was no longer the cautious,
accommodating, softer man he was then. He was now a more
authoritative, directed man and she was at once intensely attracted
and apprehensive. Something about the way he was now brought out
her more subservient side and yet, she felt somehow a bit more
confident under his blanket of protection. She went into the
bedroom and undressed, placing her clothes on the bed. She sat
quietly, completely naked and waited for him. The room was a bit
cold, and she was tempted to wrap the duvet around her.

Cole locked up the
flat and set his security alarms. He took a deep breath and
stretched his back before heading into the bedroom.

When he entered, she
was sitting patiently on the bed, looking down at her hands in her
lap. She was feeling a bizarre mix of humiliation and protection,
both at his hand. She looked up at him, and quietly, though
somewhat sadly, resigned herself to his direction for her
tonight.

He stepped into the
room and closed the door. He turned on the friendship lamp next to
his bed. The room was barely lit with a pale, gold light and as he
turned to look at her, her beauty was magnified by the warm glow.
The temptation to take her completely and repeatedly tonight was
still strong and he couldn’t hide his arousal as he stripped down
to his briefs. He knew she could see how hard he still was, but he
didn't care. He put his clothes on a stand next to the chifforobe
then held out his hand to her. “Come, darling. I’m going to help
you wash your hair,” he paused for a moment as she stood up and
stepped close to him. “Why are you sitting on a towel?” He asked as
he gathered the damp linen from the bed.

She looked up into
his eyes. “I’m…uh…wet.” she said quietly. She felt self-conscious
even though he should have known damn well why. He leaned in and
kissed her cheek, whispering softly, “My apologies, darling.” he
stepped back.

“Not helping,” she
said sarcastically.

“Come on,” he
chuckled, “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

He stayed in the
shower long enough to show her how to use the controls and to help
her wash and condition her long, beautiful hair. He didn't take his
briefs off, regardless of getting them soaked, because he knew
otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to resist taking her. Showering with
her had historically always ended up with him inside her and he was
determined to adhere to her wish to belay that primal act until
they’d worked through things.

He rinsed her hair,
enjoying the quiet moment of slipping his fingers through its
length and softness. He kissed her neck lightly and left her to
finish washing up. He took off his briefs and hung them on the
clothes horse he had in the room. He was toweling off when he heard
the hairdryer start and he was putting on his pajamas just as she
was coming out of the bathroom.

“Hey, sweetheart,” he
said, as he walked to her. He leaned in and kissed her forehead. He
looked into her beautiful eyes and the beauty of her fresh face
warmed his spirit.

“I…um…clothes?” She
giggled.

“No worries, I’ve got
a few things in the top drawer for you,” he said, gesturing to the
Hooker chest. “I’m going to get you some water and I’ll be right
back.

She looked at him
perplexed but didn’t question. When he walked out, she opened the
top drawer to find new underwear, the thongs she liked
specifically, a few bras, boy shorts and a few oversized tee
shirts. She was slipping into the tee shirt when he came back.

“I can’t believe you
remembered all my sizes. Good job,” she said.

“Of course,” he
giggled, “I remember so very much about you, dearest.” he set her
bottle of water on the nightstand.

“So, are we cuddling
tonight or…?” She asked.

He slipped his arm
around her waist and brought his lips to hers in a tender kiss.
“Mason, I simply can’t resist your body tonight. It would just be
frustrating for us to climb into that bed together. You know that.”
he said softly.

“Yeah, I do,” she
agreed.

“Come here,” he said
as he slipped his hand in hers.

She expected him to
take her to the sofa, but he led her to the bed. “I don’t
understand. You said we weren’t sleeping together tonight.”

“We’re not,” he said
as he pulled back the duvet. “Go on. Lay down, darling,”

She slid into bed
under the duvet, and he tucked her in. She looked up at his kind
smile and caring eyes. “But this is your bed,” she said.

“It's yours tonight,”
he said softly as he kissed her forehead. “That’s my good
girl.”

“This is very sweet
of you,” she smiled, sleepily. “Goodnight, Honey. I love you.” She
was suddenly exhausted and thankful to be snuggled down in his
comfortable bed, surrounded by his scent.

He sat on the edge of
the bed and stroked her damp hair back from her face. “One more
thing, Mason,” he said.

“What is it,
hon?”

He looked deeply into
her eyes, making sure he had her attention. “Thank you for the
furniture, sweetheart.”

She sat up and took
his hands. She was smiling bigger than he’d ever seen before. “That
was for us, Honey,” she said. “I wanted to have a big, comfy sofa
here like the one we have at home.”

“Oh, Christ, Mason,”
he breathed, “Home sounds so good to me when you say it.”

She kissed his hand.
“You’re my home right now, Cole.”

“Ditto,” he chuckled.
“Get some sleep.”

Cole kissed her
forehead once more, grabbed a duvet from the chifforobe and walked
out. He made himself comfortable on the sofa, but he couldn’t
sleep. The sexual energy she’d unleashed in him earlier was keeping
him awake and he gladly gave into a mental rewind of feeling her
under his fingertips, her body shivers, and all of her small moans
in response to his touch. He dozed off finally, warm in the
knowledge of having her safe with him.

 



CHAPTER 17

 


When Mason awoke the
next morning, the sun was peeking in around the blinds. She looked
at her phone, 1000. She rubbed her eyes and sat up on the edge of
the bed. She stood up, stretched and headed to the bathroom.
Haven’t really slept that well since I got here. When she
came out, she could smell coffee being brewed and eggs cooking. She
turned on the lamp and was surprised to see her suitcases sitting
on the other side of the bed next to the Hooker chest. She walked
over to inspect them. Her makeup case was still packed but her
other cases were empty. She checked the chest and her lingerie had
been neatly tucked into the top drawers. Her leggings and tops were
folded in the second row of drawers along with two new sweat suits
she hadn’t seen before. She opened the chifforobe and sure enough,
her work suits were hung in there with three new suits she didn't
recognize. She pulled one out, Giuliva Heritage burgundy slacks,
matching untailored jacket, and a cream cowl neck blouse. Her
Louboutins were in there as well as two new pairs of Louies and a
pair of Dolce and Gabbana stilettos that intrigued her, but they
were definitely for a night out more so than work. She slipped on
the burgundy outfit and set out the new cream Louies. She took her
makeup kit into the bathroom and started getting ready for
work.

Cole didn’t know what
her schedule was, but he’d decided to work from home. He was busy
making them breakfast when his phone buzzed.

“This is Cole.”

“Cole, this is Brice.
How are ya?”

“Doing well. You know
I’m working from home today, right?”

“Yeah, not a problem.
Hey, I got a call from the Carter group in New York. It’s
confirmed. They want you there in October.”

“Two months.”

“About that,
yeah.”

Cole looked at the
bedroom. “Of course, Brice but I’m telling you now that if things
change and she goes back earlier, I’m going with her. You’re just
going to have to help me figure it out. Please.”

“Then this should be
good news for you.”

“What is?”

“We’re going remote
one hundred next month. September first.”

Cole gave a sigh of
relief. “Finally.”

Brice chuckled.
“Thought you’d like that. It won’t be any problem for you. The red
teams are going remote one hundred next week, so you’ll be
set.”

“No more in person
meetings, no more flying back for debriefings.”

“Right…so…you
thinking of moving to New York for good?”

“Brice, she’s my
life. I’ve never felt more clear on anything. We have a lot to fix
but if we can get through this, I’m marrying her.”

“That’s the spirit!
It’s good to hear and with this new arrangement, we get to keep
you. It's a win-win I'd say. Do you have an ETA on that RNDL
app?”

Mason walked out of
the bedroom and Cole caught sight of her.

“Jesus Christ,” he
breathed, nearly dropping his phone.

“No pressure, mate, I
just thought I’d ask.”

“Oh, um…no, Brice,
I’ll have it ready for testing Friday, as I said.” He turned away
from Mason, but he heard the click of her heels on the hardwoods,
coming up behind him. Fuck, she looks amazing. He closed his
eyes to try and concentrate on his conversation.

“Ok, sounds good.
I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow,” Brice said.

“Right then.” Cole
holstered his phone and turned around. Her eyes met his and he felt
nearly faint. “Mason, darling, you look stunning,” he said, a bit
breathless.

She smiled, looking
him over as well. Mmmm, he does make a tucked dress shirt look
good. “You don't look too bad yourself. Dressed for the
office?” She looked at her watch. “Shouldn’t you be there by
now?”

Beautiful. She’s
wearing the Jensen watch I got her for Christmas. “I wanted to
make you breakfast,” he said, looking at the stove. “Omelets and
fruit, coffee?”

“Yes, please,” she
said, opening her phone. “Hey, um, I have a meeting in a couple of
hours.”

“Do you need me to
drive you?”

“No, it’s a zoom call
but I was wondering…” She glanced in the direction of his PC.

“Oh, there’s a laptop
for you, on that table next to the PC. There’s a room divider too
you can use. I’m going to be working from home, but we can share a
workspace for a while, I think,” he said, smiling.

She looked again.
“Oh, honey, that's sweet. Yes, we can and thank you,” she giggled.
“I haven’t seen one of those dividers for a while. It’ll make a
perfect background.”

“I’m glad that will
work for you. Have a seat, sweetheart,” he said. He put her coffee
down on the table. So many mornings he’d dreamed of having her
across the table from him and today, she was. For the first time in
months, he felt some semblance of peace.

Mason sipped at the
coffee, which was much stronger than she normally made but today
she was enjoying its rich flavor. He made it and if she were lucky
enough to have him at her breakfast table every morning, she would
never complain.

She took a bite of
the omelet he put in front of her. “Feta cheese,” she said.

“Yes. You like it
right?”

“I do.”

He slow blinked. That
phrase went straight to his heart every damn time she said
it. He smiled. “I’m glad, darling.” He started on his own breakfast
as well. “So, what do you have after this meeting?” He asked.

“Nothing today, just
office stuff which I guess I can do from here.”

“Absolutely. That’s
why I set up the laptop.”

“It will be nice not
to have to use the hotel business center,” she quipped.

He looked at her with
concern. “Tell me you don’t use those.”

“Sure. Why not?” She
asked. She knew why she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t resist baiting
him.

“Mason, they are the
most insecure…” he started, gravely.

She laughed. “I know.
I have a security fob from the office. I’m sure you have something
much better but it’s the best we can do.”

He laughed. “Ok, but
when we get back home, I’ll develop something better just for your
firm.”

“Get back home?” She
asked, looking at him hopefully.

“Yeah,” he said,
pausing for a moment to take in her beauty once again. “Brice
called this morning, and he had some news. We’re going remote one
hundred September first and I have to be back in New York October
first.” He smiled, trying to read her. He thought she’d be happy
but instead she looked concerned. “Come on, Mason. What’s wrong?”
He asked.

She thought for a
minute. “Oh, nothing about that. That’s great for you. Can we talk
about something else?”

“Sure,” he said
before popping the last of his omelet in his mouth. He thought
she’d be happier about the implications of him working remotely
permanently.

“Can you just start
at the beginning and tell me how all my belongings, and a few more
things, ended up here last night?” She asked carefully.

He took a deep
breath. “More coffee?” He asked.

“Yes, please.” She
was getting used to his redirections, but she wasn’t letting him
off the hook.

He filled their cups
and sat down. He looked at her thoughtfully. She was getting so
easy to read now. He was betting she'd tallied the clothing haul.
If he was right, this was going to be a teachable moment. He
blinked. She looked amazing in this suit, and he couldn’t get
enough. “Wait. You got this dressed for a zoom call?” He asked.

She smiled at him
shyly. “I wanted you to see this,” she said softly. “I assume you
got it for me.”

He winked and smiled.
“Yes, I did.” He stood. “Stand up for me,” he said seriously. “I
want to see you.”

She did as he asked
and walked a few steps away from the table so he could see the
shoes as well.

“Christ, Mason. You
look so much more beautiful in that than I imagined,” he said,
smiling.

“Which brings us back
to my original question,” she said. “How did all this get here?”
She grabbed her coffee from the table and walked around to sit on
the sofa. She looked back at him and beckoned him with her hand. He
smiled and picked up his coffee.

“Sit,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he
chuckled.

She sat next to him,
placing her coffee cup on a coaster on the table. She crossed her
beautiful long legs and looked him in the eye. “Now, Mr. Dixon.
Explain.”

He smiled shyly and
softly cleared his throat. “Mason, when you almost left last night,
I nearly came undone. There was no way I could have watched you
leave, let alone take you back to your hotel. I slept for a short
while but when I awoke, the longer I thought about it, the more I
knew that there would not come a night when I’d be able to let you
go.”

“Cole, that’s very
sweet. Honestly, I felt the same. I don’t think I could have made
good on that threat.”

He reached out and
lightly traced her jawline with his finger. “Well then,” his voice
caught, and he knew tears were next. He took a tissue from the box
on the table. “I, uh…I guess I just let it get the best of me.” He
dried his eyes and continued. “I went to your hotel early this
morning and got your bags. I picked up breakfast and stopped by a
few shops for some extras and here we are.” He exhaled, feeling
like he’d been holding his breath for minutes.

The smile left her
face. “Ok, I’m a little late with this but what about my hotel?
Wait…I never told you where I was staying, did I?” She asked with
genuine confusion.

Cole looked at her.
“Really,” he said sarcastically.

“Ok, sorry, you took
me there the first night. But how did you get my things?”

He squared his
shoulders and sat up a little straighter. “Mason, to be clear, I
collected your bags, paid the bill and checked you out of your
hotel. Your room could have been a little neater…” He leveled a
remorseless look at her.

“So…getting this
straight,” she said sharply. “You took my hotel keycard from my
wallet, packed my things and checked me out. You have left me no
option but to stay here and, let me guess. You’re once again not
going to apologize.”

“I did. I have, and
I’m not.”

She took a deep
breath. “Cole, I feel like we’re drifting away from consent being
important.”

Cole looked down at
his coffee. “Mason, I’m sure you look at it that way...”

“Well, explain how
checking me out of my hotel without talking to me first involved
anyone’s consent?” She snapped.

He looked at his
watch then back up into her eyes. “Mason, we will discuss this. I
promise. Right now, I have an application that is in the end stage
of development, and I need to work on it. Delivery is Friday. Can
we talk about this after work?”

She checked her watch
as well. “I understand but you’re not off the hook,” she said
firmly.

“Do you still love
me?” He asked, earnestly.

“Of course. Why would
you ask that?”

“I do worry about it,
I guess,” he looked at her, adoringly. “If you ever stop loving me,
let me be the first to know…”

“Oh, Cole. No, no,
no, honey. We’re not doing that. I love you. Full stop. I’m in
this. You’re in this and we’re doing this together. Right now, I
want you to promise we’re going to stay in this no matter what
because we are great together. You are an amazing man and you’re
perfect for me and I want to be the best woman I can possibly be
for you. We won’t get anywhere if walking away is an option. We
stay. We help. Say it.” Tears began to stream down her face as she
spoke, the words coming out more fiercely with every syllable. She
hadn’t realized that her fists were clenched until she suddenly
felt her nails digging into her palms. She relaxed her hands but
could do little about the desperation she felt waiting for him to
speak.

Cole looked at her
carefully but with much sympathy. He hadn’t realized how dedicated
she was to working through the massive issues that lay before them
and building a life together but now, after hearing her entreaty,
he was all in. Still, this seemed a bit of an overreaction for her,
but he let it go. He reached over and dabbed her tears carefully so
as not to mar her foundation, then pulled her in for a gentle hug
as she took a deep breath and began to calm herself.

“We stay, Mason,” he
said quietly, yet intensely. “We help. And I stay. And I help.” He
held her tighter and whispered into her ear. “I’m never leaving you
again, darling. I swear.”

She pulled back from
him, looking long and deeply into his eyes. “Thank you.” She looked
at her watch. “I need to get ready for this meeting, Honey.” She
stood up as did he. She turned away from him and he grabbed her
arm. “Mason.”

She turned around,
“Yes?”

“Darling,” he pulled
her close. “May I kiss you?”

“Cole, of course.
Lipstick can be reapplied,” she giggled.

He kissed her lightly
but let his lips linger on hers. The same chill ran through his
body as always. “There,” he said, “I don’t even think you need
to.”

She smiled at him, a
slight shiver running through her. “Alright, let's get to
work.”

 



CHAPTER 18

 


The afternoon went
fast and before Cole knew, it had gone six pm. He’d largely been
hyper focused on his work except for the half hour he listened to
her absolutely command her meeting. One of the most significant,
intensely attractive things about her was her ability to take
charge and own a room. He knew from sitting in meetings with her
before that many of the men were looking at her, a few with desire
but most of them with respect because she demanded it. She exuded
massive amounts of confidence in those moments, and he found it
sexy as fuck. It made him feel tremendously proud to be the man she
came home to…will come home to.

“Dinner, Sweetheart?”
He asked, as he headed to the kitchen.

“I’m not very hungry.
How about wine and cheese?” She asked, following him.

“Sounds good,” he
said. “I’ll do one better. I picked up a fresh baguette this
morning when I was out.”

“You had me at
carbs,” she said seriously.

He laughed, “Me too.
I once went to an Italian restaurant in SoHo. I don’t remember the
name, but it was quiet, and the staff were welcoming, and I wanted
a home cooked meal. Anyway, they brought out a basket of bread,
covered in butter and garlic, before the meal,” he shook his
head, chuckling. “It was so odd. I was waiting on pasta but here's
this huge basket of garlic bread. I couldn't resist. I destroyed
it. Damn, I love bread.”

“I'm waiting for the
odd part,” she said. “You can fuck around and give me free garlic
bread if you want to, but I will bankrupt a restaurant behind
that.”

He laughed loudly.
“Christ, Mason.”

“Is this what it’ll
be like working from home together?” She giggled.

He looked back at
her, smiling. “I sincerely hope so,” he said, turning back to the
counter and continuing to slice cheese.

She walked up behind
him, and he looked over his shoulder at her. They were the same
height when she wore heels and he adored that. She slipped her arms
under his, pulling him close and pressing her body against him. She
wasn’t wearing perfume today and her scent was a mild coconut and
lavender, the fragrance that had comforted him so many times
before. He leaned back into her, and it was deeply soothing to put
himself into her loving care for this blessed moment.

She held him tightly,
taking in the musk of his skin and the fading sillage of his
cologne. She pressed her hands flat against his chest, and
whispered into his ear, “I love you. I’ll always want this feeling
with you…and I need you.”

He turned around and
slipped his arms around her. He brought his lips to hers and kissed
her deeply. “I needed you the day I left you. I’m so sorry I didn’t
stay,” he said, looking into her eyes. “I yearned, I begged
everything holy and unholy for one more moment with you to tell you
how much I love you and now that I’ve had it, I’m greedy for it,
Mason. I want you with me all the time and there is no way mentally
or physically that I can be Ok with letting you leave me, not until
we’re us again. Last night, I guess I just figured, you’re here so
your things needed to be here. That’s why I didn’t ask for your
permission.”

Mason paused for a
long moment. She’d had so many questions, but his confession caught
her off guard. She had never been needed by anyone as much as she
had always been needed by Cole and right now, after hearing him say
it, she couldn’t think of one protestation. “It’s Ok Cole. One step
at a time. I’m happy to be staying here with you. I have a
confession too. Once I came here, I really wanted to keep coming
home here.”

He kissed her again,
this time more eagerly. It was getting increasingly difficult for
him to balance their need to clear the air and his physical desire
for her. He was finding the “makeup sex” hard to resist, especially
when she shared her professions of love. In the end, he knew they
needed to take some more time and talk. He gave her one more hug
and kissed her forehead. He turned back to the counter to open the
wine.

“I’m going to decant
this and change into something more comfortable. What do you
think?”

“Sounds great to me,”
she smiled, and they headed to the bedroom.

###

“Wow, this cheese is
good,” Mason said.

“Thank you,” he said.
“Mature cheddar and red Leicester. You can’t go wrong.”

They were sitting on
the couch, in sweats, drinking wine. Cole tucked her under his
arm.

“This is perfect,”
she said, cuddling closer to him.

“Like we used to,” he
said softly. “I was so afraid we might not do again.”

She looked at her
glass, for a thoughtful moment. “Cole, I need to ask you
something.”

“Anything,
Darling.”

“Where did all the
new clothes and shoes come from?”

“Selfridges,” he
smiled. “I know your tastes pretty well, I think. How did I
do?”

“Honey, you did
great! I don't usually find designer clothes that are so…generously
cut,” she giggled. “I might need to go shopping before I
leave.”

We leave.

“Cole, I appreciate
everything you did. I can't wait to wear that Zimmermann
dress.”

“I have plans for you
and that dress,” he murmured, nuzzling her hair, kissing her head.
He was smiling more than she'd ever seen. “Darling, doing these
things for you, makes me very happy. I enjoyed it more than you
know. I felt very…hunter gatherer…but with a concierge.” He
laughed.

She laughed along
with him. “Aww, that's incredibly sweet. I just want to…”

“What is it,
sweetheart?” He asked, concerned.

She sat up and faced
him. “I know, um, how expensive it can get, and I don't expect you
to…” she started.

“Let me stop you,
Mason,” he interrupted. He caressed her cheek. “First of all, it's
my pleasure. Second, I'm very responsible with finances and I told
you before. My job pays very well, and I don't have to worry about
money. Third, I know you haven't ever had a partner capable of
doing the level of things for you that you can do for
yourself.”

“True, I've never
had…”

He put his finger to
her lips and looked deeply into her eyes. “Do I have your
attention?”

“Yes,” she said
softly.

He cupped her chin,
leaned in, and kissed her lips. “Now you do,” he whispered.

He sat back and she
laid her head on his chest. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Shhh, now let’s have
none of that,” he said softly, laying his head on hers.

She stayed still for
a moment then sat up. “Cole, I hate to ruin this moment, but I just
can’t.”

“Can’t what,” he sat
up and put his wine on the table.

“There’s an elephant
in the room and you know what it is,” she said, putting her wine
next to his.

“For fuck’s sake, I…I
don’t want to talk about it anymore,” he said. “Mason, what’s done
is done. I just want you to love me. I want to show you my love and
I want you to completely trust me.”

“What do you
mean?”

“As I told you, while
we have this time together, I want you to learn to implicitly trust
me, Mason,” he said. “If you put yourself wholly into my charge, I
can't believe that the thought of having anyone else would cross
your mind again.”

“And there it is,”
she said evenly.

“What is?”

“Cole, I never wanted
anyone else. Never.”

The irritation was
coming back. Fuck. Why was she always right? “Never? You’re
going to have to forgive me if I don’t completely believe you.”

She sensed his
unwillingness to start the conversation, but she was tired of
walking around it. “Cole, let's just do this,” she said gently. “I
really think there was a misunderstanding, and we need to clear
this air. We’ll be the better for it.”

He didn’t like being
pushed into this. Her kisses and hugs had been a nice plaster
bandage for his soul over the last couple of days. Every
confrontation felt like just one more chance to lose her, but he
knew that he couldn’t keep stuffing this anger every time it
surfaced. That was no kind of long-term plan. He took a deep breath
and let it roll. He stood up and walked to the kitchen, running his
hands through his hair. “First promise me. Whatever happens
tonight, you’ll stay. We’ll stay. We’ll give each other space but
we stay until we can fix this. Please…” his voice quavered but he
swallowed hard and stayed strong.

“Promise. I’m not
going anywhere,” she said.

“Right then, I guess
I have a question or two about that last day,” he said, leaning
against the counter.

She stood up as well.
She walked to the back of the sofa and leaned against it, facing
him. “Fire away.”

He thought for a
moment and tried to steel his nerves. Being emotionally dragged
back into that day was literally nauseating but he finally took a
deep breath and spoke. “Let’s start with, how long was he there,
Mason? Looked to me like he’d packed for a week or two.”

Suddenly as if she
were looking at the scene outside of her own body, Mason began to
tally everything that Cole had seen.

Rolling suitcase

Comfortable
sweatsuit

Key to the house

Her eyes widened.
“You’re kidding right?”

“I’m fairly sure of
what I saw. I guess it’s up to you now to provide some other
explanation but if there is, why didn’t you say something
then?”

“You didn’t want to
listen to me then. Will you listen to me now?”

“Go on. We’ve got
nothing but time.” He crossed his arms.

She thought through
it carefully, “Wait. You tell me. You tell me what you think you
saw.”

“Let’s start with the
sweats. He looked like he was pretty comfortable knocking around
the house.”

“Not sweats.
Versace joggers,” she said flatly. “We’d been to a show.
Next.”

“Car parked in the
offset, not in the street. Not parked for a short stay.”

“Picking up building
materials. Next.”

His eyes widened. He
swallowed hard. He wasn’t used to missing twice. “Rolling suitcase.
More than an overnight stay.”

“Paint samples from
the contractor. Next.”

Cole felt his anger
rising but he was trying to stay calm. “Fascinating, an explanation
for everything.”

She held up her hand,
“I have no reason to lie to you, Cole,” she said, crossing her arms
and cocking her brow. She beckoned with her hand. “Come on. What
else?”

He took a quiet
second to calm down. “He had a key to the house, Mason. Why would
another man have a key to the house, to our home? I clearly
remember asking you several times and my clever pet didn’t seem to
have any answers then.” He was trying unsuccessfully to not let his
frustration get the best of him.

“Would you have
believed me? Would it have made a difference?” She asked,
softly.

He looked away,
uncrossing his arms and leaning on the counter. He closed his eyes
and shook his head.

“Exactly,” she said,
uncrossing her arms. She took a few steps toward him, closing the
distance. She reached out as he looked back up at her. She brushed
a stray curl from his forehead, an old habit she never shook. He
shivered slightly as she did.

“Mason,” he
whispered. “Don’t. Please.”

“Why?” She asked,
gently. “For fuck’s sake, last night we nearly ended up in
bed...what's going on?”

He looked at her,
helpless to conceal his fear. “This…conversation. If it ends badly,
I just don't want any more memories to have to forget.”

“It's not going to
end badly. We already said we're either in this for the long haul
or we might as well quit now,” she reminded him, firmly.

“It’s just…been too
hard to forget your touch as it is. I don’t want to have to do it
again.”

She traced her finger
down across his cheek. “Did you? Did you ever forget? Because I
didn’t.”

He looked at her
helplessly. “No,” he said quietly. “How could I? It's why I took
nearly every opportunity to touch you the first day you were here,
hoping each caress might make you want to stay.”

She smiled softly and
put her hands in her pockets. “And I stayed because I couldn’t
forget your touch either and last night, with your hands once again
between my legs…it was tempting.”

He didn't want to get
too lost in this moment or they'd end up… “The key, Mason. Tell me
about the key,” he said softly, desperately trying to get out of
this whirlpool of emotions. He’d never read a situation this badly
before and he hoped he was wrong about the key, that she hadn’t
been flagrantly entertaining another man in their home.

Mason took a deep
breath. “Cole, the person you saw,”

“Don’t, please,
please don’t. Please…don’t say his name.” Cole pleaded with
her in a hoarse whisper.

A tear rolled down
Mason’s cheek. It gutted her to see him hurting now just as badly
as he had been three months ago, and she almost regretted pushing
him into this conversation. She nodded and went on. “Right. He was
the assistant from my office. He’d been dropping materials off at
the house for me. I gave him a key in case I wasn’t home.” She
looked at him.

Cole bowed his head,
relieved that the situation wasn’t as bad, and she hadn’t been as
conniving as he’d imagined at times. He’d got every observation
wrong. He was even more disappointed with himself that he’d never
given her a chance to explain and now he had one more reason to
regret leaving her in New York.

She looked at him and
softened her stance. There was only so far she could go with
this.

“And?” He asked. He
looked back into her eyes, wishing she could explain it all away
but he knew he hadn’t missed again.

“Are you ready to
hear it?” She asked.

Cole took a deep
breath. He wanted to know the truth. He’d run through all the
scenarios day and night since they’d separated. If he was ever
going to heal, he needed to close this with the truth. “Let me open
another bottle,” he said.

She walked to the
coffee table and collected their glasses. She drained hers on the
way to the kitchen and he drained his once she handed it to him. He
couldn’t believe this had gone so far from sweet cuddling on the
couch to hurting this intensely. He knew it was necessary, but he
wouldn’t argue with her if she just wanted to stop here and forget
the rest.

She sat back down on
the sofa. She knew this wasn’t sitting well with him and her heart
ached deeply but her only thought was to keep reassuring him that
this couldn’t possibly end them…not unless he wanted it to.

He opened a bottle of
Lyme Bay Pinot Noir. He stretched to ease the tension in his back
then he picked up the bottle and glasses and brought them to the
couch. The sight of the deep, rich, nearly black liquid pouring
into glasses was somehow calming. He handed one to her as he turned
to face her.

“Mason,” he started,
tentatively, “I know what you told me that day. I don’t understand
the details. I want to say ‘make it make sense’ but I think that’s
all subjective. Just tell me. I guess I’ll ask questions if I have
any.”

“Cole,” she said
quietly, reaching out to cup his face. He flinched and she pulled
back. “I’m sorry,” she said, looking down into her glass, putting
her hand back in her lap.

He pulled hard on his
wine and looked at her. “Darling,” he said softly, “I’m sorry too.
I missed everything. I thought things were so much worse…”

“No, Cole, please,
please. You don’t owe me any apologies,” she said, without looking
up.

He reached over and
took her hand. “My love, I longed for so many days, nights, and
moments to feel this. I need this. I always will.” He placed
her hand on his face, closed his eyes, and leaned into it, kissing
the palm of her hand as was his wont. A warm, tenderness began to
pervade his spirit, pushing out some of his profound sadness.

She watched him relax
into her and it almost made her wish they weren’t going to take on
this conversation. She thought about all the things he really
needed to know. She decided she wasn’t going to frame it any
particular way, but she wasn’t going to torture him with details
unless he asked.

He looked at her and
took her hand in his, holding it in his lap. This inexplicably felt
safer to him, knowing what they were about to discuss. “Go on,
darling,” he said softly, a small, forced smile crossing his
lips.

“Cole, put simply, I
had to work with him. He’d made it clear at one point that he was
interested in me,” she started.

“Were you interested
in him?” He asked, swallowing hard.

“No. No, I wasn’t,
and I made it clear that I wasn’t and that you and I were
exclusive,” she said.

“But…”

“Well but nothing,
really,” she said. “He…he always seemed to try and make me
question…well doubt…I mean, you know how it was, Cole. We struggled
to see each other. I…”

“He didn’t make you
doubt me. I made you doubt me,” Cole said, a tear falling from his
eye. “I pushed you away emotionally. I should have…I should have
been more…available for you to rest on,” he said, his voice
catching.

“No, no I’m
responsible for my own behaviour,” she said steadily. “And I don’t
know if it was so much doubt as wondering when we would move
forward…”

“Where did I go wrong
then?” He asked.

“We’re not doing
that,” she said firmly.

“Then what?
What went wrong?”

She squeezed his
hand. “Look, you were here. I wasn’t hearing from you. I was really
thinking you might not come back.”

“I know. Shaun’s said
as much,” he said, drying his eyes. “Was that it?”

“No. There wasn’t any
one thing. I was worried about you. I was stressed from work and
overwhelmed. He’d invited me to see Phantom, just as friends. I’d
wanted to see it anyway and I thought, you know, I needed the
distraction.”

“Right, so you went
to see it, then?”

“We did and he kept
everything friendly,” she said. “I had the suitcase full of samples
that I’d finished, and I asked him if he could come and get them
after the show. We went back to the house. We sat at the counter.
We talked about you coming back and the project. He had a beer, and
I had some wine. Too much. Way too much of the Shiraz too
fast…”

Things were starting
to click in his mind. The clarity here in this moment was changing
the context of those last 24 hours he'd spent in New York and a
silent anger was beginning to run through him, deep and intense. At
the same time, he felt guilty for leaving her vulnerable and
undefended. I should have insisted…

“I remember walking
him to the door and I realized I forgot to get the samples from my
office. I remember turning around to get them and feeling very
dizzy and then…everything is blurry from there,” she said quickly
as if she were trying to get the words out and away from her.

He snapped back to
catch her gaze. It was just as she’d told him, just as Shaun had
said. He took a deep breath and looked into her eyes for a read,
and he saw no deceit in what she'd said. He closed his eyes and
gripped her hand. “Mason,” he said, looking back at her. She was
staring into her lap. He placed his finger under her chin and
lifted it. “I need your eyes on mine, darling.”

“Yes, Cole,” she
said, quietly steeling herself for his questions.

“When did you know?
When did you know what had happened?” He asked firmly.

“You mean when I knew
what I’d done?”

“No,” he said
decisively. “When you knew what had happened.”

She paused for a
moment and took a breath to answer his question. Suddenly she began
to cry uncontrollably and put her hands over her face.

Cole laid back
against the couch arm and pulled her on top of him. “Put your feet
up, darling. Come on, lay down on me. There you go. Let me hold
you, sweetheart.” She did as he asked, and he tucked her under his
arm as she sobbed outright. He looked down at her pitiful state and
hugged her closer as she draped her leg over his. Her makeup was
smeared on his shirt and her mascara was running over it as well,
but he didn’t care. This was it. This was the point where they both
needed to meet. He unpinned her hair and took it down, letting it
fall across her shoulders. He stroked her hair as he’d done so many
times and let her weep. In his spirit he felt as though she’d
needed to do this for quite some time. There was a heady mix of
healing, and realisation taking place right now and he didn’t want
to interrupt.

The profound security
she felt when he tenderly pulled her into his arms was like nothing
she'd ever known. His warm embrace gave her a sweet, safe space to
utterly break down. She’d been avoiding facing this, ashamed of
herself, afraid of losing Cole, and holding back the suspicion that
someone she’d trusted took advantage of her in a compromised state.
She felt the dam break as if it had been destroyed by his loving
grace and she willingly sank into his flood of understanding.

When her sobs began
to subside, he finally spoke. “Mason, do you want to keep talking
about this?”

“Yes,” she said
reluctantly pulling away from him and sitting up. “I do but I
just…I want to wash my face,” she said, in a very small, helpless
voice. She remembered the night they’d tried to play a scene by
text and, although he hadn’t intended it to, it left her broken.
He’d immediately gone into caring for her and he’d first instructed
her to wash her face which felt like a miraculous renewal. Since
then, she’d found comfort in the process of washing her face after
crying and here, she definitely needed the feeling of a new
beginning and more so, an end to her pain. Even now, she was
grateful that the profound ways in which he cared for her had
changed her life for the better.

He stood up and
gently took her hand, leading her to the bathroom. He pulled a
facecloth and towel out of the chifforobe. “Here you are, darling.”
He looked at his painfully small washroom. “I do think you’ll be
quite grateful for your spacious bathroom at home after using this
one.” He smiled at her.

“Thank you, Cole. I
think you’re right,” she giggled.

He kissed her
forehead. “I’ll be waiting in the...”

“Hey,” she said
quickly. “Can you hold my hair back for me?”

“Absolutely, I can.
I’ll do one better.” he said. He slipped behind her and pulled her
hair back, quickly putting it into a French braid and tucking the
end under. “That should hold.”

She looked at him,
somewhat surprised. “What…where?”

He caressed her
cheek. “Sisters,” he chuckled and left the bathroom as she began to
wash up.

He walked back out
and sat on the couch, taking a deep drink of wine. He didn’t want
to allow the dark thoughts in. Nothing good had ever come from
unleashing that side of him and the secrets he hid on behalf of it
were unspeakably egregious. He resisted it with much difficulty
tonight, though deep inside him, it was overpoweringly raging.
This man took advantage of her condition. He had to know she was
drunk and couldn’t consent to him. He understood now what Shaun
had been saying and he wanted to see how Mason felt about it but
with his current mood, it really was better that he didn’t know who
the stranger was or where to find him. He picked up his phone and
stared at the screen. She'd been close to him, close enough that
every detail about him was there in the logs of his tracker app.
Everything he needed to know to find him was there, waiting to be
discovered. Everything he needed to make him
disappear…No. Not one more. Leave it. He looked up as
she appeared from the bedroom.

Her hair was down and
her face bare. “I’m sorry. I know I don’t look great without
makeup.” She smiled at him, shyly.

He grinned up at her.
“Mason, you’ve always looked gorgeous to me. You know that,” he
said softly, patting the couch next to him.

She sat down and took
a deep draw on her wine and a deep, ragged breath as well. He
stayed quiet and calmly waited for her to speak. “The next
morning.” she said softly, looking straight ahead. “I woke up the
next morning, nauseated, and with someone in bed with me.” She
swallowed hard. “My head was still spinning, and I wasn’t sure what
room I was in. I finally realized it was the guest room and I
looked over and saw who it was. I said he had to leave. I got up
and went to the bathroom to throw up. Then I realized…I realized I
was…I had…” She stopped and looked back down into her wine glass,
uneasy.

“Do you want to
continue, darling? You don’t need to. I think I understand and I’m
not happy,” he said.

She looked at him, in
shock. “I've bared my soul to you, confessed everything, and
I…really don’t understand but I truly am sorry. All I ask is please
just try not to be too angry with me. I want to be a better woman
for you, a good woman.” she said, her voice quivering.

He stopped and looked
into her eyes, confused. He wasn't sure where this “being a good
woman” stuff was coming from but he put it aside for now. Mentally
he started running back what he’d said and realized how it sounded.
“Fucking hell,” he said bowing his head. He looked back at her.
“Mason, again, I’m sorry. I’m afraid this is just a bad
characteristic of mine. I didn’t mean I’m not happy with you.” He
caressed her cheek. He saw the relief in her expression and her
gentle smile. “I’m…did you tell Jay this?”

“I did,” she said
nervously.

“What did he say?”
Cole knew Jay wouldn’t have let this man’s behaviour slide, least
of all with his little girl.

“He was pretty
pissed,” she said quietly.

“Mason, you know
why,” he said.

“Look, Cole, I’ll
tell you what I told him. I was the one who invited him over…”

“To pick up samples,”
he interrupted.

“I gave him a beer.
Had wine with him…”

“I don’t care if you
begged him to fuck you. Drunk people can’t give consent. You know
that.” He stopped and considered that he might have missed
something. “You say that you were clear when you said that you
weren't interested in sex with him and that our dynamic was closed,
correct?”

“Yes,” she said, “I
was clear with him. He'd asked me a few times over the weeks we
worked together but I was clear each time.”

Cole stood up and
began to pace, running his hands through his hair. He desperately
wanted to stay calm but the unrelenting clarity of the events of
that night kept running through his mind. His lips on hers, His
hands on her body, and her, barely conscious, at his mercy…and he
showed none…

He picked up his
phone and stared at it. It's right there. His name is in there.
One fucking phone call…no…no, get hold of yourself. He
deliberately took a slow blink and put his phone back on the coffee
table. He walked to the refrigerator and got two bottles of water.
He returned to the couch, setting them on the table, looking at the
floor.

“I'm so fucking
sorry,” Mason said softly. She took a tissue from the box and began
to weep again. “Please tell me we're still Ok.” She wiped her eyes
and nose and looked at him.

He snapped a deeply
pained look at her. He put his hand firmly around her throat as if
to claim her, watching the combined fear and desire race across her
expression. He brought her lips to his in a hungry kiss, filling
her mouth with his tongue as she gently cradled his face in her
hand. He pulled away looking into her eyes. “Always,” he said in a
hoarse whisper. “You can always tell me everything, Mason and we'll
always be ok. Do you understand?”

She nodded, once
again, tears flowing over her cheeks. He released her neck as he
gently kissed her forehead and turned to get her more tissues from
the box. He didn’t want to push in too hard with this. He knew
she’d already been processing it for a few months. He did, however,
want to know where she was at with it but reassuring her first was
paramount.

Her tears subsided
and she stayed quiet for a moment. “Thank you, honey…Cole, I should
have been a more…virtuous woman.” She looked at him for a read but
was getting nothing but. his anger still flaring behind his
eyes.

“What do you mean?”
He asked.

“I should have never
had him there when you weren’t, I guess. I should have…”

“Mason, stop. What
are you saying, that you don’t trust yourself with a man in the
house alone or are you saying that you now fear being alone with a
man?”

“No, I mean…” she
paused. She hadn’t thought about this far enough, and she wasn’t on
solid ground. “I feel like I have to come up with something going
forward…”

“And you can’t think
of anything,” he said calmly. “Do you know why you can’t?”

She shook her
head.

“Because this wasn’t
anything you could have avoided and nothing you can fix. So, there
is no way for you to come up with a solution for other people’s
behaviours.” he said.

She looked at him.
How does he always know exactly how to silence my demons?
How?

Cole looked at his
watch. He looked at her. “There’s something more I want from you
Mason but, darling, it’s gone three AM.”

She smiled, “Well,
for once I’m not lonely.” She lightly bit her bottom lip.

He smiled at her,
caressing her cheek. “What do you want to do?” He asked softly.

She leaned in and
kissed his cheek. “I’m exhausted, Cole. Honestly, I could sleep on
the couch tonight. You deserve the bed.”

He leaned in and
kissed her lips gently. “No. You can’t stay on the couch,” he
whispered.

She kissed him again.
“Well…I guess that leaves you to sleep on the couch.”

“I don’t feel like
it, so I guess…” he said, softly kissing her again, a little more
deeply.

She pulled back and
looked into his eyes. The comfort in them ran through to her very
soul. “Cole, seriously. No games. What are we doing?”

He looked at her and
thought carefully. “I want to lie in my bed with you and hold you
close to me tonight. Mason, Christ, it’s been so long, and I need
you next to me.”

“Do you think that’s
the wisest thing for us to do? I don’t want to just forget. I need
your forgiveness,” she said.

“You have that,
Mason. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me for leaving you?
I should never…”

She smiled that big,
broad smile he loved so much, and he couldn’t help but smile too.
“This is all I wanted, Cole. I wanted both of us to come to a place
of understanding…with each other…I don’t think I’m saying this
right.”

“Me too,” he said,
smiling reassuringly. “From here, going forward, we can take on
anything else.”

“Can we take on some
showers and sleep right now? I’m so fucking tired,” she said.

His double bed was
considerably smaller than the king they used to sleep in, but it
just meant she had to cuddle closer to him and she was at once
relieved and happy to do so. He draped the duvet over them and
kissed her cheek as he gently pulled her hip into him. Her naked
body against his now comforted him as never before.

“Mason,” he
whispered, “I love you.”

She turned on her
back to look at him. “I love you too, Cole. I never, never
stopped.”

He kissed her lips
softly. “Turn back, m’love. Let me feel you against me. Darling, I
needed this.”

She turned and pushed
her hips back against him, feeling his body cleave to hers as if he
were made just for her.


CHAPTER 19

 


She woke up on her
back laying on his arm with his leg draped over, and his hand
between her legs, gently cupping her as if he were protecting and
claiming her at the same time. This was very new, but it felt safe,
and she loved the gesture.

She raised one knee,
and he softly squeezed her full lips, lightly running his middle
finger between them as he moved his hand to rest on her stomach.
She watched him open his eyes and gaze sleepily into hers.

“Good morning,” she
murmured, smiling.

“Mmmmm, good morning,
beautiful,” he said, reaching across her for the water bottle on
the nightstand. The friendship lamp flashed, and they both looked
up. She looked back at him, his eyes questioning. Her mind raced.
She didn’t want to tell him she was moving but she was sure the
movers were packing up and that’s why it had flashed. “I asked
Philip to check on the house while I was gone. He’s probably
cleaning,” she chuckled.

He drank about half
the water. “Come to think of it, their house was always
immaculate,” he said, offering her the bottle. “Christ, Mason, I
haven't slept that well in months.” He sighed as she sat up to
finish the water.

She put the bottle
back on the nightstand. “I haven't either,” she said, laying back
down on his arm. “This feels so comfortable and so safe.” She
smiled up at him.

He leaned in and
kissed her gently, deliberately entangling his leg with hers and
locking her in place with his hand slipped under her back, holding
her opposite arm.

He looked down into
her eyes as she began to realize what he'd done and pull against
his grasp a bit to try and free herself.

“I could do as I
please with you right now,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss her
once more. He moved his free hand over her soft breast, massaging
and squeezing it, teasing her hardening nipple. He pulled away from
their kiss, letting his gaze drift slowly down over her beautiful,
tanned skin, salaciously watching her try and squirm out from under
the immobilizing hold he had on her body.

“I still have one
free leg, you know,” she said coyly, smiling up at him.

“So true, but if I'm
reading this right, you're going to spread that for me.” Even as he
uttered the words, she let her bent leg fall to the side,
completely opening herself to him. He kissed her more deeply and
moved his hand between her legs, slipping two fingers between her
smooth, soaked lips and inside of her. She instinctively thrust her
hips against his hand as she quietly moaned into his mouth.

His heart was
pounding as his mind was racing, trying to consider if it was just
too soon for them to do this but with everything in him, he wanted
her. He wanted to completely and wholly reclaim her.

Suddenly she arched
her back and stopped breathing. She pulled away from his kiss and
gritted her teeth hard. He'd been so distracted he'd missed the
clenching inside her that always told him she was ready to come.
She crossed her legs and squeezed them tightly as her orgasm hit
hard. She still wasn’t breathing.

He didn't flinch.
Feeling her come in his arms was his own personal paradise and he
wanted to take her in, just like this. He released her arm and she
gasped finally.

Panting, she turned
to face him, wrapping her arms around him, pulling him tightly into
her body.

“That's it,” he
whispered. “I'm here, darling. I'll always be.” He held her close
as he felt the wetness flood between her legs and over his hand.
Part of him wanted to bury himself deep within her but another part
didn't feel ready. Not yet. He was still pleased he could make her
body feel this good and that she instinctively turned to hold him
as she came down. He felt her warm sweat against his skin, and this
all seemed to him a very sweet moment of redemption for them both,
but he wanted something more before he fully gave himself to her
again. He just wasn't sure what that was.

Her breathing
returning to normal, she finally looked up into his eyes.
“Cole?”

“Yes darling,”

“That felt so
wonderful. Thank you.” She draped her leg over him and smiled that
infectious smile that went straight to his heart.

He grinned at her,
“It was. It reminds me of our first night at the Equinox.” He
kissed her forehead gently. “I’ll never tire of holding your body
close when you come for me. I feel your heart pounding in my body
and the thrill of your experience becomes mine.” He kissed her
deeply and she moved her fingertips across his chest, down over his
stomach and as she began to slip her hand between his legs, he
gently caught her arm.

“What's wrong,” she
asked looking up into his eyes.

If you only knew how
badly I want to let you run me right now…

“I'm sorry, darling.
I'm not…ready. It's not you. It's me.”

She acquiesced but
she felt worried. “I'm sorry…”

“Again, no need to
apologise. It's not you, darling.”

She could feel him
getting hard against her thigh. “I feel your desire, Cole,” she
said softly, looking into his sleepy, light hazel eyes. “But I'll
let it go. Just know I love you and I'm always ready for you.”

“What makes you say
that, 'Always ready for me'?” He quietly demanded.

She moved back.
“Shouldn't I be?” She asked.

He looked into her
eyes. It didn't seem to him like she was being coy. “Are you
serious?”

“Yes,” she said
softly. There was an innocence in her eyes he'd never seen. He
gently pulled her head to his chest and tucked her under his arm.
He didn't understand her response, but this closeness was his
heaven, and he planted a kiss on the top of her head as she draped
her leg over him once again.

“What do you have on
for today?” He asked.

She looked over at
the clock on his nightstand. 0700. “I have a meeting at half
ten.”

“Half ten?” He
giggled. “You'll be a Brit before long. Zoom call?”

“No,” she said,
smiling. I have to go into the city.”

“I'll take you then,”
he said.

“No,” she said.
“They're sending a car.”

He paused. “Who
is?”

She didn't want to
tell him why she was in London yet. “It's just a vendor for my
firm,” she said. “I have a few other things to do so I won't be
home until closer to six o'clock.”

He knew there was
more to this, but he let it go. He had other things on his
mind.

“So, what are you
doing today?” She asked.

“I have to turn over
my RNDL app this morning then I'm going up to Harrogate to see
Shaun,” he said.

She sat up, leaning
on her arm. “Is everything Ok?” She asked as she absently traced
her nails over his chest.

He shivered from the
sensation. “Oh…that feels good…” he breathed lightly, closing his
eyes for a moment. He opened them, looking back at her smiling
face. He smiled too as he stroked her hair. “Yes, everything is Ok.
I just thought a nice long drive would keep me from missing you all
day.” Her caresses were spiking his desire for her, and he wasn't
completely able to keep himself under control. He remembered how
skilled she was with her hands and right now, he would have given a
lot to feel her working him again. He swallowed hard and closed his
eyes, trying to bring his arousal down. He looked back into her
eyes. Running his hand up the back of her head and tangling her
hair in his hand, he brought her lips to his in a deep, hungry,
kiss. She lay down on him, straddling his hips with her thick, soft
thighs. She could feel him getting hard against her as he moaned
into her mouth.

We shouldn't.
His mind was veritably screaming but feeling every inch of her
naked and warm body cleaved to his was almost more than he could
resist.

She slowly pulled
away from their kiss as she made a subtle grind with her hips
against him. She could feel his hardness against her swollen lips
but as he opened his eyes to gaze into hers, she wasn't as sure
about the willingness of his spirit as she was about his body.

“Is this what you
truly want, honey?” She barely whispered.

He released her hair,
letting it fall onto his chest and neck.

He looked into her
beautiful azure eyes and sank into their depths. “I do, Mason.
Christ, I want to have you, take you,”

“But,” she said. She
knew she was reading him right. There was some doubt, some
hesitation, even though the carnal desire was strong.

He pulled her to his
chest and hugged her. She pushed back up on her arm and gazed into
his eyes. They were mostly green today and his love for her shone
high in them. “There's something wrong, darling. Something I
haven't figured out, but I feel it, if that makes sense. It
probably doesn’t but…please, give me some time,” he said.

She leaned down to
kiss him. “Of course. I will always have patience with you,” she
said as she swung her leg back over him and kneeled beside him.

He sat up and looked
at her, smiling. He reached out and caressed her face, brushing
back her hair. “I've always been tremendously grateful for your
grace. Thank you.”

She giggled. “As I
have been for your kindness,” she said, lightly kissing his lips.
“Now come on. We gotta get ready.”

###

She poured him a cup
of coffee as he walked into the kitchen from the bedroom. He was
wearing well-beaten khakis with a tucked in, heavy cotton work
shirt and wellington boots. He approached her slowly, taking in her
suit for the day, cranberry pencil skirt and jacket with a white
blouse and heels. She was stunning as always, and he was proud to
be the man she'd chosen to share her many gifts with. Still,
something was nagging at his mind…

“Coffee?” She handed
him a steaming mug.

He smiled at her as
he accepted. “Thank you,” he said, still taking her in. Her makeup
was flawless as usual, and her eyeshadow was a dusty rose instead
of the neutrals she normally wore. It gave her eyes even more depth
and beauty. Her lip color was a bold crimson, matching her jacket
perfectly.

She blew gently
across her cup and sipped a bit of her coffee, glancing at him from
the side. “What?” She asked, grinning. She was ever thankful for
the expression on his face that showed his deep appreciation of her
looks but there was also a look of adoration there as well and her
heart needed that right now. Knowing he cared for her was far
better than knowing he thought she was pretty.

“You're beautiful.
You're a beautiful woman and a lovely person. If I don't tell you
enough, then remind me to do so because you deserve to be assured
every day of just how wonderful you are, darling.” He stepped
closer to her and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

She smiled at him
shyly, looking at him from under her lashes. “I needed that more
than you know, honey. I really did,” she said. “You're looking
pretty…rugged.” He looked to her like he was ready to do farm
chores. “What are you and Shaun doing today?”

“His dad's still
helping out at the veterinary, feeding the large animals and Shaun
and I thought we might help out too.”

She looked at him,
her brows raised with respect. “Ah, so goats and sheep?”

“If we're lucky, but
more likely the odd cow or horse,” he chuckled.

Her jaw dropped
slightly.

“What?” He asked.

She shook her head.
“There is SO much I don't know about you,” she giggled.

He laughed. “I can't
do it often but it's good sometimes to just do something simple,
something very connected with nature, like working with animals. I
think they appreciate it too, someone taking care of their needs
when they are ill.” He brushed a stray hair from her forehead.
“Much like I want to take care of you and your needs.”

“Are you…did you just
call me a cow?” she asked, facetiously.

He laughed. “First of
all, they’re coos and, no...but I would be happy to take care of
you just as well.”

She giggled, sweetly.
“I love you so very much. You are truly a good man. Your kindness
and giving heart are my own personal treasure.” She took a beat to
settle her emotions. No tears, Mason. This setting spray
isn't that good. “Cole, I didn't know
what I'd find when I came here but I just…I wouldn't have blamed
you if you'd sent me away.” She drew deep on her coffee, still
fairly hot, allowing the pain to suppress any tears.

He reached out and
gently squeezed her shoulder, “Darling, I would never have sent you
away,” he said.

“I'm not good enough
for you, Cole, I know that,” she interrupted. “But I'll work on it.
I promise,” she said, drinking more of her coffee.

He looked at her
carefully. He stayed quiet. There it is again…is it a demon?
He drank nearly half of his coffee and set his mug on the counter.
He waited for her to finish and took her cup. As he set it on the
counter, he noticed the lipstick stain on the rim and somehow it
felt deeply comforting to know that her lips had left it there. He
took her hands in his and leaned in to kiss her neck. She released
his hands and put her arms around his neck as he slipped his arms
around her waist, pulling her close. He looked into her eyes.

“Mason, you are
enough. You are more than good enough to satisfy everything I want
and all my needs.”

She looked away.
Hearing him say this didn't change how she felt. She wanted to feel
the way she did before when her heart was clear and pure with him,
and she didn't have this spectre lurking in the back of her mind.
How do you ever expect to feel that way again? You're a whore.
You've always been, and he knows it. That's why he didn't want you
this morning. “I want to be. I want to be the girl you
met…”

“Stop,” he said,
putting a finger lightly on her lips. He looked closer and, in her
eyes, he saw a real fear. “Let's talk about this tonight,” he
looked at his watch. “You have a meeting to get to and your car is
going to be here shortly.” He kissed her lips lightly. “Go out
there today and know that in everything you do today, I'm behind
you. I'm very proud of you and most of all, I deeply love you. Ok?”
He said, with that sweet, adoring smile.

She nodded. “I will.”
She kissed his cheek and went to pick up her purse. Her phone
buzzed and she read the message. “That’s my ride,” she said.

“Go on, Darling. Good
luck today.”

“I love you,” she
said, smiling as she headed to the door.

“I love you so very
much, sweetheart.”

###

Cole walked into the
small Harrogate cottage and was all at once greeted by three Great
Pyrenees.

“Whoa! Hey you!” He
laughed as he tried to keep his balance against the enthusiastic
welcome of the huge animals.

Shaun appeared from
the kitchen. “Cole, me ol’ cocker!” He shouted cheerfully over the
din of the dog’s baying.

“Shaun, Halloo!” Cole
said laughing as he freed himself from the friendly pack. He pulled
Shaun into an intense hug. “How have you been, mate?” He asked,
patting the big man on the back.

“Fair ta middlin’,”
he chuckled.

Cole laughed and
patted Shaun’s slightly protruding stomach, “I’d say better than
that.”

Shaun looked at him,
nodding in agreement, “It’s a good thing we’re headin’ to t’
vit’nery. Ah need ta work dis off,” he laughed. “Come on,” he said,
motioning to the door.

“What do you do with
the dogs?” Cole asked.

Shaun looked past him
into the living room and Cole followed his gaze. All three dogs had
claimed a chair or sofa and were nearly asleep just as quickly as
they’d greeted him. He smiled back at Shaun and turned toward the
door. “What happened to the Bernese dogs?”

“Oh, dad ‘as ‘em wit’
‘im,” Shaun said.

Cole’s eyes widened
and his jaw dropped slightly. “Six dogs. In this cottage.”

“Aye. T’Bernies stay
wi’ t’ vitnery sometimes. ‘E likes ‘em and ‘es got a few sheep at
‘is place. Aw they run ’em tha kin. They love it,” he said, opening
his car door.

###

The veterinary office
was a fairly functional structure, a large cinder block building
between two smallish barns, common for the Yorkshire countryside.
It was situated well outside any city, among the farms that the
vets regularly serviced and when Cole went there, he often envied
them the wide open, green spaces in which they laboured. The
practice was mostly large animal, but they’d hired a new vet who
was able to start seeing some small animal cases. Cole enjoyed the
warmth inside the building and, due to the expansion of services,
the various dogs and cats that now frequently roamed the office.
Most were pets belonging to staff but there were always a few
waiting to be seen.

“Nathen, Shaun,” a
voice came from behind the intake desk. A short, stocky,
light-haired man stood up and motioned Shaun over.

“Nathen, Doctor Mort.
‘Ow is tha?”

“I’ve been well, you,
mate?”

“Good. Ah doan think
theur was ‘ere last time wi come. This ‘ere’s me mate, Cole,” Shaun
said with a smile, as he gestured in Cole’s direction.

Cole extended his
hand, and the man gripped it with a strength Cole hadn’t expected,
“Nice to meet you, Doctor Mort, is it?”

“Jus’ Mort’s areight,
yes,” he said smiling. “Don’t get many visitors from America.”

Shaun laughed at
Coles stung expression. “Naw, ‘e’s from London. Jus’ works in New
York a lot.”

Cole chuckled. He
hadn’t considered that the more time he spent in America and with
Mason, the more he might be adopting an American accent. Yet, she
often said how much she adored his “posh” British accent. He paused
his mind for a moment to appreciate being able to think about her
without the accompanying hurt. He was feeling truly happy to have
her in his life again. But that thing…

“Right,” Cole said,
smiling. “It’s good to be here now.”

“Aye, nothing like
the English countryside,” Mort laughed. “Come on back. We got a
couple of dairy cows wot needs some help.”

Cole enthusiastically
pitched right in, mucking out the few stalls, holding a sheep while
Mort removed a small tumour and stitched her up. Mort was a fairly
short man, maybe five foot six inches maximum, muscular but he
displayed an unusual strength. Cole was amazed at how well the
doctor was able to get control of the big beasts without much
trouble, but not without a decent amount of swearing. “Git by,
y’awd bitch”, and “Gerroff mah foot, tha morngy bastard,” were
heard a few times. After lunch, Cole gladly took a break from the
heavier work and helped with a few dogs and cat cases, nothing too
complicated.

Shaun worked most of
the day in the barn with the few horses and a llama that was in for
a case of foot rot that was caught early. He enjoyed the more
physical work with the larger animals, and he seemed to have a
special way of not only controlling them but comforting and calming
them quickly.

At the end of the
day, Cole felt sore but fulfilled in a sense that he could never be
through his regular work. As they drove back to Shaun’s, Cole spoke
up, “I can see why your dad likes to go there. It’s something about
the satisfaction of helping another living thing that can’t help
itself.”

“Aye, cocker. Theur
‘as a natural way wi’ ‘em.”

“Right, well, you do
too.”

“Aye, but Ah been
aroond ‘em all mah life. Theur ‘as a way wi’ them little ‘uns.”

“I suppose. I’ve
always loved animals. I’m not sure but I think they’ve always taken
to me so maybe they know.”

“They kin,” Shaun
said, as he pulled into the carport.

###

Mason was headed to
Berring Assets to meet with Brice. She was relieved that things
were going well with Cole and that today, she would conclude the
business she was in London for. She now felt sure that Cole would
return to New York to live with her, but she was also thrilled that
he would be working this project because it would make her job
easier and still keep them close. As she entered the lobby, the
receptionist looked up with a smile. “Ah, there you are. How are ya
today, Miss Garris?”

“I'm doing well. How
are you feeling?” Mason asked warmly.

“Oh, plugging away,
as always. Would you like a cup of tea?”

Still unable to
discern how a cup of tea would be made in this room, Mason
concluded that she was simply being polite. “No but thank you for
asking.”

“Alright,” she
chuckled. “I'll call Brice for ya.”

“Thank you.”

“Mason!” Brice walked
into the lobby, welcoming her like he hadn't seen her in years, as
was his wont.

“Hello, Brice,” she
giggled, smiling.

He shook her hand as
he patted her back gently. Cole was right about that lovely
smile. Enchanting. “Come on back,” he said, gesturing toward
the door.

Mason once again sat
down in Brice's office. She noticed that he exuded a tremendous air
of strength and confidence, and his positivity was wonderfully
infectious. She enjoyed his presence and felt a little sorry that
she wouldn’t have much opportunity to do so again. The large man
stood for a moment behind his desk, rolling up his sleeves. Are
all of Cole's friends some form of Viking? Jim isn't… She cut
off her wandering thoughts. Brice seemed both kind and
authoritative and she felt a friendly, almost fatherly warmth
coming from him which endeared him to her greatly. No wonder
Cole likes him so much.

“So, we are ready to
sign contracts today,” he said and handed her a tablet.

“Let's do it,” she
said.

“If you look at the
first one, that's the quote for us contracting the rip out.” He
watched as she signed. “The second one is for the planning and
design.”

“Looks good,” she
said. “There is one thing. We don't want to be bothered with
finding the installers. We've still got a few rooms to finish, and
we don't really have enough crew so it's all hands on deck.” Mason
said.

“Oh, right. That
shouldn't be a problem. It will mean a change here in the third
document. What were you thinking?” Brice asked.

“Do you have someone
you use like you do for the rip out?” She asked.

“We don't really.
Generally, our client has someone in mind. Do you want Cole to take
care of it?”

She thought carefully
for a moment. “So, let's walk this through. He didn't for the
Brooklyn job, and he butted heads with the contractor the
construction company used,” she said.

Brice raised his
brows. “He never mentioned anything…but I can see him taking that
British stiff upper lip.”

Mason chuckled. “He
does that occasionally…I'm thinking maybe we should let him find
the contractor on this one. What do you think? Will it add too much
to his plate?”

Brice grinned and
winked. “Let's call him.” Brice dialed the phone and put it on
speaker.

“This is Cole. Hey,
hold the tail please…”

“Cole! It's Brice.
What are you up to?”

Cole laughed and
Brice noticed Mason smiled a huge, affectionate smile, pupils
dilated, and her cheeks and what he could see of her chest flushed
pink. She's really in love with him.

“Applyin' salve to a
cow who really don't like me messin’ about wi' 'er.” Cole
laughed.

Brice laughed out
loud. “I guess you're with Shaun today. Do you have a minute?”

“Yeah,” he grunted,
“Lemme just gerrout from under 'er…There we go. Now, what can I do
for you?”

Mason's jaw dropped
slightly. She'd never heard him code switch like that. He certainly
didn't do that when he was with Shaun but nonetheless, she found it
quite charming.

“I've got the Carter
firm on the other line.” Brice's voice cut off her thoughts.

“The one in New York,
yeah?” Cole asked, breathing hard.

“That's the one. They
want to know if you'd be willing to find the contractor for the
install.”

The call was silent
for a moment. “Who's doing the rip out?” Cole asked finally.

“That's Cooper out of
Philadelphia,” Brice replied.

“Oh, that's no good.
Yeah, I guess if they can't be arsed, I'll have to. That's
fine.”

Mason bristled
slightly. It wasn't like she was being lazy but once she got back
to Brooklyn, her plate was going to be full. She noted his reaction
but determined not to place too much importance on it.

“Right, then,” Brice
said, “We'll change that in the contract. You have a good time and
try to stay out from under the cows, eh? We need you back in one
piece.”

Cole laughed aloud.
“Will do.”

Brice made the
changes and sent them to Mason's tablet. She signed the document
and handed the tablet back to Brice.

“I'm glad we could
get everything done, Mason,” he said gently.

“Me too. Thank you so
much, Brice.”

“Is, uh, everything
going alright?” He asked.

“It is,” she
answered, reservedly. “I understand Cole will be able to work
completely remotely soon.”

“He will,” Brice said
pensively.

“What is it, Brice?”
She asked.

Brice shook his head
and chuckled. “Cole is like a little brother, you know?”

“I do,” she replied.
“He's described your relationship that same way.”

“I knew I was going
to miss seeing him a lot after going remote one hundred and I still
am. I used to really worry about him but…now since meeting you, I'd
say he's going to be in good hands.”

Mason sat back, a bit
shocked. “That's truly kind of you to say. I, um…I'll do my very
best to take care of him…as much as he'll let me, I suppose,” she
said with a light laugh.

“Right. Let's get you
home. I'll get the company car round.” He stood up, as did she.

“Brice, it's been
lovely meeting you and thanks. That's very courteous of you,” she
said, shaking his hand warmly.

“Mason, it's been my
pleasure.”

###

She walked into the
flat, exhausted. She took off her jacket and hung it in the
chifforobe. Her work was done here but she still had about two
weeks with Cole before she had to get back to New York. She was
thankful for the extra time she had to completely concentrate on
their relationship but since the events with Reese were out and
sorted for the most part, she wondered what they were going to
tackle next. She wasn’t terribly hungry and decided to just have
some cheese and wine. Cole was keeping a healthy supply of both,
and she was extremely grateful. At the same time, she was growing
concerned that lately, her diet consisted of little else as she
barely had any appetite. Probably just stress. She sat on
the couch to update her project management app and complete this
milestone.

 


-Hey there. I'm home. I hope
your day's gone well. :) -

 


Her phone buzzed.
“Hello honey,” she said in her most seductive tone.

“Well, hello to you
too but, um, sweetheart, we both know I'm happily married,” came
the reply.

She looked at the
caller. “Oh, hell. Hi, dad.” She laughed.

Jay chuckled. “How's
it going, hon? I just got the contracts from Brice.”

“Yep. We got that
done today.”

“Perfect. Are you
coming home before the first?”

“Probably not,” she
said pensively. “Do you have time to talk?”

“Always for my baby
girl,” he said. “Are you Ok?” Jay was realising quickly that his
main focus was always going to be for Mason. He was coming to love
Cole as a son too, but Mason would always be his first concern.
He'd never considered that being a parent, even a found one, would
pull at his heart so hard but he embraced it happily.

“I am. I just feel
different and I'm having a hard time figuring it out.”

“Different in what
way?”

“You know I can talk
to Cole about anything. He prefers things to be very open.”

“That sounds like a
good thing to have in a partner.”

“Oh, it is,
absolutely and I used to be able to say anything but now, I find
myself second guessing, wondering if I should say anything, putting
things off or stuffing and…”

“Whoa, Lynnie. Hold
on. Are you sure you're reading this right?”

“What do you
mean?”

“I'm not seeing any
of this in you. When I've seen you in meetings and talking to you,
you're the same confident, straight shooter you've always
been.”

She stopped. “I think
that's it. I've lost my confidence with him.”

“Is it something he’s
doing that makes you feel like you can’t talk to him or…”

“Not at all. It’s me.
It’s not him.”

“Lynnie, have you two
talked about forgiveness?”

“We have. He says he
forgives me for what happened…”

“That wasn't your
fault…”

“I know, I know. You
and he keep saying that, but I don't feel that way. Specifically,
he said he would offer forgiveness…”

“It sounds like you
need to forgive yourself for whatever you're holding on to…”

Mason stopped to
gather her thoughts.

“What do you think
you need forgiveness for, Lynnie?” Jay asked gently.

She started to cry a
bit. “I feel like I should have been stricter with not letting
Reese come to the house when Cole wasn't there.”

“Well, let's be
honest, if Reese would have had to wait for that, the Brooklyn
project would still not be done,” he said sarcastically.

“Very funny. I just
think maybe I should have taken a lesson from these women who
really live under their man's direction, do you know what I mean?
Be more obedient, more…”

“No, sorry. He didn't
fall in love with that type of woman so becoming one won't help
you. You need to work your way back to the woman he met, more or
less. He trusted you to handle your business and take care of
yourself.”

“I guess that was a
mistake…”

“Whoa, honey. Anyone
can become incapacitated, yes, even by misjudging how fast you are
consuming some wine. It wasn’t you we couldn’t trust.”

“We?”

“Yes, me and Cole. It
was Reese we apparently couldn’t trust to properly take care of
you.”

Mason didn’t want to
get into another conversation about the situation with Reese. “I'm
just so confused about what to do next.”

“How about having a
talk with Cole about what he wants from you? Ask him what he sees
your life together looking like?”

Mason paused to
process what he'd said. “Yeah. That makes the most sense. I'm sure
we'll get there.”

“See to it that you
do. That's really important.”

“I will, dad.” She
looked at her watch. 1900. “Philip home yet?”

“Yet?” Jay laughed.
“Honey, you're ahead of us, remember? He's still at school.”

Mason giggled. “I'm
sorry. I'll let you get back to work too. Thank you. I love you,”
she said quietly.

“I love you too,
Lynnie. Trust Cole, sweetie. Talking to him is the only way to
really fix this and make it stronger.”

“It is. I will.”

She disconnected. She
felt exhausted and still confused. She drained her glass of wine.
The cheese was done and there was no reply from Cole to her text.
Maybe a nappetizer. She didn't even change. She just slipped
her heels off, lay down on the couch and fell asleep.

###

Shaun and Cole went
inside the Harrogate cottage and after being greeted by five huge
dogs, Shaun’s dad gave a whistle and they all quickly slunk back to
their places in the living room and lay down. Cole slipped off his
wellies by the door so as not to track muck into the house. Shaun
followed suit as Cole walked over to greet his dad.

“Nathen, Cole. Good
ta see theur.”

“Good to see you too,
Mr. Mattison.”

“Aw, jus’ Bridger,”
he chuckled. “T’ missus is in t’kitchen. ‘ave a meal wi’ us?” He
looked up at Cole from his paper.

Cole smiled kindly at
the gentleman. He wished he’d had any relationship with his father.
Bridger was the closest thing to it he’d ever known but he never
had time to truly bond with him. Still, he felt a deep affection
for him, at least as the man who gave him his very best friend. “I
can’t stay much longer, I’m afraid but thank you for the
offer.”

“Welp, when are theur
bringin’ theur lass ta visit?” He asked bluntly.

Cole chuckled and
looked at Shaun, enquiringly. “Uh, Ah’m off ta see mum,” he said
and headed toward the kitchen.

“In fact, she is
staying with me in London for a while so I will bring her up here.
I promise. She might like visiting the veterinary, even.”

“Erryone does. Ah’m
looking forward to meetin’ ‘er.” he said, returning to reading his
paper.

“Right, then,
Bridger,” Cole said.

The kitchen smelled
of roasted lamb, the persistent rosemary and garlic competing with
the scent of parsley potatoes and baked veg. With the three men in
the house now, the faint aroma of barnyard hung low in the air and
Cole considered that to Shaun and his family, this particular
bouquet had a fairly comforting familiarity.

Shaun had taken a
seat at the kitchen table and was tucking into a sandwich of cold
sliced roast beef and chutney, courtesy of…

“Mrs. Mattison,” Cole
said sweetly. “Lovely to see you again.” He walked over to gently
kiss her cheek.

“Oh, reight nae,
charmer. It’s Belle, theur kin,” she giggled. Thas ‘ungry,
aye?”

“I am a bit peckish,”
he said as he washed his hands at the sink.

“Aye, siddown and
Ah’ll get theur some roast,” She sliced two pieces of a hearty,
homemade bread and began to pile obscene amounts of roast beef onto
them. She topped the entire pile with a thick chutney and Cole’s
mouth began watering at the sight.

He sat down at the
table across from Shaun as Belle placed a plate with the massive
sandwich and a Guinness in front of him.

“Thank you,
m’lovely,” he said as he took her hand and lightly kissed it.

“Ay, enough, ‘at’s me
mum, nae,” Shaun chuckled.

Belle giggled. “Ah’ll
be sittin with dad if theur needs anythin’” she said and placed a
kiss on each of their heads.

Cole closed his eyes
and let the warmth of her affection caress his spirit. Shaun took
notice.

“‘Ave tha seen theur
sisters?”

“No. You know how it
was Shaun. Mum never really stayed close to me. They followed
suit,” he said, as he bit into the sandwich. The beef was as tender
and flavorful as he’d ever had, and the sweet heat of the chutney
was a perfect balance for the more unctuous parts of the beef
slices. He enjoyed eating as a rule but there was something special
about the food in the Dales. The freshness was unequalled, and
Belle was quite brilliant, turning the culinary treasures into the
most delicious meals.

“Ah thowt mebbe theur
sisters woulda reached out after Christmas.”

“Yeah. Mason thought
so too…but I understand. I’m a lot, Shaun. Always have been,” he
chuckled. “I don’t expect people to accept me really.”

“Mason does,” Shaun
said.

Cole swallowed, “She
does. I’m so grateful for it too. You, your mum and dad and
her…you’re the closest to me, I guess, and it makes me extremely
happy to have this little found family.”

Shaun looked
carefully at Cole. “Thas not too much. Tha kin Ah doan think it and
if people doan accept theur, well, ‘at’s not theur problem. Fuck
‘em.” he paused.

Cole looked at him
closely. “I appreciate you so damn much, Shaun. I hope you know
that.”

“Aye, cocker. Wee
too. So ‘ow’s it goin wi’ Mason?”

“It’s going
well…”

Shaun quickly heard
the pensive way in which he trailed off. “What is it? Ah kin
there’s summat.”

Cole finished the
last of his sandwich and washed it down with a good swallow of
Guinness. He looked up. He always craved the wisdom behind Shaun’s
green and silver eyes. Shaun was a comfort and a calm port for him
to return to when things got too complicated, and they certainly
were right now. “Yeah, there is but I can’t sort it.”

“Does tha wunt ta
talk about it?”

“Yes, of course. Just
trying to figure out where to start.”

Shaun finished his
beer and went to the refrigerator. He pulled a mountainous, stuffed
apple pie from its depths. “Pie?”

“I’m pretty full but
I don’t think I can resist that,” he chuckled.

As they tucked into
the sweet, cinnamon pile of perfectly baked apples and flaky crust,
Cole spoke up.

“Shaun, something’s
happened. Something is different,”

“Welp, tha likely
seem differnt ta ‘er.”

Cole thought about
this. He was beginning to piece some of her odd responses
together.

“Maybe but this is
not good. It’s a pattern.”

Shaun looked at him
gravely. “Go on,” He’d never told Cole how much he’d talked to
Mason after they separated but he hadn’t really noticed anything
other than she seemed laser focused on doing whatever she could to
see him again and try to fix what had gone wrong.

“I didn’t notice it
right away. She’d made some comment to the effect of ‘I don’t
deserve you’ or ‘I’m not worthy of you.’ I passed it off as just
guilt or some insecurity, but we’ve worked through a lot now and
she's continued to do it,” he said pensively.

“She says she’s not
deservin’ of you or of the relationship?”

Cole thought for a
minute to run their conversations back. “Me,” he said carefully.
“It’s generally directed at me. Not worthy of my caring or kindness
or summat and the other recurring theme is being a good woman for
me or being a better woman. It's really not like her. She's so
confident any other time but…I'm not sure. She's not nearly as
confident with me as she used to be.”

Shaun thought for a
moment. “Sounds like a…reactionary response, cocker.”

“I think it’s
something that’s surfaced because I left her.”

“Maybe not all
because of that,” Shaun said reassuringly. “Maybe it’s jus' all t'
things that’s happened to her.”

“Do you mean what he
did to her?”

Shaun knew he had to
tread lightly. He was fairly certain that Cole knew all of the
stranger's info was a few taps away in his app's logs and he didn't
want to give him a reason to go looking, if he hadn’t already. “Ah
doan know that for sure. Ah do think it’s more ta do wit you.”

Cole thought for a
moment.

“Maybe losin’ theur,
thinkin’ thas ne'er comin’ back, nae she’s tryin’ ta be what she
thinks will mek theur stay.”

“Shaun, I’m going
to,” Cole said. “She doesn’t need to be anything but herself for me
to stay.”

“She needs ta really
believe it fer ‘erself.”

“I've said as much,”
Cole said.

“Good. Welp, what do
you want her ta do then?”

“Nothing right now.
First, I want to fix her, fix this problem, you know, her
reactions.”

“Nathen, cocker. Tha
kin, theur can’t fix summun else.”

“No, there must be
something I can do…”

“She ‘as ta fix it,”
Shaun interrupted, emphatically. “Tha can’t…”

“FUCK THAT!” Cole
slammed his fist on the table in frustration and stood up. Shaun
jumped a little and got quiet. He hadn’t seen this side of Cole in
quite some time.

“Everythin’ Ok?”
Belle called from the other room.

“Aye, mum,” Shaun
replied. “Nathen…” Shaun said evenly, standing and staring down
into Cole’s eyes. “Sit t’ fuck down,” he said quietly. “Ah’m naw
daft,” he said softly but intensely. “Ah kin what theur thinking.
Ah kin how theur want ta fix dis and wi kin. We’re both
verrah able but Ah’m not doin’ it. Nawt dis time.”

“We don’t have
to do anything,” Cole said evenly but intensely. “Do you really
think I haven’t acquired a few consorts over the years who would
quietly take care of this? I'm sorry but I can’t leave it like
this. She’s suffering, Shaun. What kind of man would I be if I
stood back and did nothing?” He picked up his phone and began to
thumb through it.

“Doant,” Shaun said,
slightly raising his voice. He pointed at Cole's phone. “That what
theur doin’. Doant. It won’t help. Ah’m not bailing theur out and
Ah’m no coverin’ fer theur again.” He paused, unable to get Cole’s
attention. “Ah’ll turn theur oer to t’ police mahself,” he
cautioned sternly, crossing his arms.

Shaun rarely raised
his voice for any reason, and it got Cole's attention immediately.
He looked up into the silver green eyes of his best friend with
utter disbelief. Shaun met his gaze carefully and he reckoned he
couldn't let his guard down just yet. Tears began to streak Cole’s
face and Shaun knew instantly from the color of his eyes, his mind
had gone black. He was keenly aware from their many years together
exactly what kind of darkness Cole was capable of when he was
pushed too far in the name of righteousness and Shaun didn’t like
the look in his eyes right now.

He fixed Cole with a
deadly serious stare. “Let it die, nae.”

Cole looked back at
his phone. He sighed, in resignation. He sat back down at the table
as did Shaun. He tapped the screen a few more times. “You’re
right…as usual.” He wiped the tears from his face. “It won't help.
There.” He showed Shaun the phone. “Logs are erased.” He laid the
phone down and ran his hands through his hair, taking a deep
breath. He looked back at Shaun and tried to lighten up his
demeanor. “Now I have no way to do anything. It’s over. I’m letting
it go.” he said. He stared dejectedly at the screen for a moment.
“I still need to be able to help her, though.”

Shaun reached out and
gripped his arm sympathetically. “Oh, o’course theur can help. Be
there for ‘er. Encourage ‘er. Talk to ‘er about it. Gerrit in
t’open. Shi doan need a vigilante. She needs ‘er confidence back.
Tha can surely help ‘er with that.”

Cole looked at him
thoughtfully. “Right. Yes. I can do that much at least.”

“There ya go. She’s
just afraid. Needs some reassurin’. Not just words, tho. Th' 'as to
show 'er. She’ll come round.”

Cole nodded in
agreement as he looked at his watch. “I gotta get back,” he said as
he stood up.

Shaun stood up as
well. He faced Cole for a long minute. “It’s not everything stays
secret, Cole. Doant do anythin’ tha’ll worry about for life,” he
warned. He could see that the darkness in Cole’s eyes hadn’t faded
by much.

Cole met his gaze.
“If I did what I wanted to, I wouldn’t worry about it one bit.” His
tone was level, quiet, and sinister. “But you’re my friend. You’ve
been there for me through a lot, and I give you my word. It’s
dead…and what’s dead stays dead. I’m just going to concentrate on
Mason. All the rest is the past.”

Shaun swallowed hard
and pulled him into a tight hug, “See to it, cocker.”

As Cole drove back
through the countryside, the lush green windswept fields and rocky
outcrops rolled out before him, as if supplying his mind a wide
open, uncluttered space in which to process. His heart ached to
think that his leaving had triggered something in her that would
have destroyed her beautiful confidence. Then again, maybe he was
taking too much credit. So much had happened to her that he didn't
want to assume he knew what was wrong. Shaun was always sure of
himself though, and he was usually right.

His mind began to
formulate a plan, a path, back to the couple they were before the
stranger. As the countryside gave way to smaller towns and
eventually the streets of London, he began to feel like there was
truly a way forward. Cole knew one thing for sure. Something was
different and it was only showing itself when she was scared. He
also knew that if she couldn't get back to good, she would close
herself off from him and he would lose the love he'd waited his
entire life to find.

He walked into the
apartment to find her sleeping on the couch. She was still in her
work clothes and makeup. He looked at his watch. It was nearly
2200. He knelt down next to her head and brushed back her long hair
that had fallen across her beautiful face. She opened her eyes
slowly. Seeing his face was just one more little dream come true
and she smiled at him sleepily.

Her smile always
warmed his spirit. At this moment, he realized she was his peace
and if for the rest of his life he could come home, just like this,
peaceful and happy, it would be a life well lived.

“You're home,” she
said quietly.

“Wherever you are.
Yes,” he said, gently smiling.

She reached out and
ran her hand through his long curls. “I missed you,” she giggled.
She looked perplexed as she pulled something from his hair. She
blinked a couple times before she realized it was hay. She giggled
even harder. “You bringing your own bedding home?”

He laughed. “Yes.
Won't you join me on a straw mattress, luv?” He joked.

She sat up. He stayed
on the floor, sitting at her feet. He rubbed her legs as she spoke,
“Only if you shower,” she laughed. She leaned forward and looked
down into his sweet expression as she cupped his face, and he
kissed her palm. This singular gesture had bonded them since nearly
the first time they’d met. His hands massaging her legs were a
kind, comforting gesture that she welcomed in every part of her
being. She ran her hand through his hair again, pulling out more
debris. He laughed and she giggled. “You smell like you've been
under a cow,” she said. He stopped smiling and looked into her
eyes. He looked at her innocent expression closely.

“What?” She asked,
smiling.

How did she
know…does she know…no way. He chuckled, shaking his head.
“Right. I kinda was,” he said.

“Lucky girl. Did she
appreciate it?”

“Appreciate
what?”

Mason leaned down
closer to him and, taking her cue, he leaned forward to kiss her
lightly. “Did she appreciate you being under her?” She asked,
softly.

He smiled, knowingly.
“I don't think she appreciated it the way you do.”

She kissed him once
more. She looked into his eyes, for a moment more. He watched as
her expression gradually filled with a raw desire. “You smell like
livestock and sweat, and you're covered in God knows what and I
would have you right now,” she said softly, “devour you in every
secret place and take you just like that. I want you as you are,
any time and always.”

He looked into her
eyes, her words taking him by surprise. He had no idea where this
was coming from, but he couldn't deny that her desirous words were
winding him up. He’d never felt as deeply wanted as he did with
Mason, and he’d never craved anyone else with this level of
intensity. “I…I don't know what to say, Mason. I’d never give
myself to you like this. You don’t deserve me like this.”

“No, baby, I don’t
deserve you at all. I’m grateful that you’re even here with
me…”

“Wait. Stop,
darling,” he said, standing up. He walked to the fridge.

“Do you want some
water?” He leaned against the kitchen counter and drank about half
a bottle.

“Yeah, I could use
it,” she said, getting up and walking behind the couch. She leaned
against it after she took the bottle from him. “I don’t understand.
What did I say?”

“Something’s
happened, Mason and I’m just trying to figure it out.” He stared
out the window next to the door.

“What do you mean?
I’m fine.” She smiled at him. “We’re fine and that’s all I’ve
wanted.”

He walked to her and
looked into her eyes. She seemed happy enough and he was tempted to
let it go. “Maybe we’re not fine,” he said, caressing her cheek. He
watched as a profound fear clouded her beautiful eyes. There it
was. And now…on cue…

“I’m sorry.”

For what?

“I…I just, I’m so
sorry…”

“This is what I mean.
This is what I’m talking about. Why the sorry?” He walked back to
the counter and leaned on it.

“What?”

“Why so many ‘I’m
sorry’s? You constantly say it.”

“No, I don’t. I just
say it when it’s necessary.”

“You say it all the
time, Mason.”

“No. I don’t,” she
said emphatically. She couldn’t keep the tension out of her voice,
but she tried to stay calm as she was afraid of making this
worse.

“Yes, you do.” He
raised his voice, trying to get her to talk. “And now I want to
know why.”

“Maybe you don’t get
what you want, Cole,” she said, raising her voice as well. “Maybe I
don’t know why…”

“Come on,” he
scoffed, running his hand through his hair. “How ridiculous. You
don’t know why. You must know why you keep saying it.”

“Because it’s all I
have left!” She stood still, frozen, unmitigated tears began to
stream down her face.

Cole stood still,
looking at her in confusion. He not only didn't understand what she
said but he'd also never heard her raise her voice like this.

“I fucking told you,”
she said angrily, through gritted teeth.

He watched her fury
flame over her expression as he’d never seen. For the first time
since they’d met, he was afraid. Afraid that he’d unleashed
something within her that he couldn’t control and at this moment,
afraid that she couldn't either. He’d locked her gaze with his, but
her eyes had gone dark, almost violet blue, and he anxiously waited
to see what she’d do next. He placed his hand on his belt and hoped
he wouldn’t need to pull it.

She knew she was
dangerously close to releasing the side of her that she never
wanted anyone to see but as her anger rose, she cared less and less
about giving over and finally, she just let it loose. “I told you
it was all I had. I was empty and I said the only thing I had left
to say and you cut me off. You fucking cut me off and you turned
and walked away. That house was empty without you and all I could
do was sit in the mess you left. Sit on the goddamn couch and
mutter, 'I’m sorry', hoping like hell it would bring you back.
Hoping you’d fucking change your mind before you left LaGuardia.
Hoping against hope that the next 'I’m sorry' I said would somehow
fix everything. After a few hours…” She choked. She stopped and
took a deep breath, looking at the floor. She was embarrassed that
she’d lost her temper and shouted at him. She swallowed hard and
looked back into his eyes. She calmed herself and spoke. “After a
few hours, I couldn't say it anymore…”

“I guess that was a
quick recovery then,” he quipped, sarcastically.

She looked at him,
shocked and deeply hurt by his insensitivity. She bowed and shook
her head and looked back into his troubled eyes. “If it matters at
all to you…because I lost my voice…” The tears flowed unabated over
her face. “I was finally too exhausted, too hung over, too shocked
and hurt to stay conscious.” She sobbed for a moment then gathered
herself. “My mind just…shut down. Everything went so dark, Cole, I
thought I was dying, and I welcomed it because without you…my life
wasn’t worth shit.” She drank the rest of her water. “You can’t
imagine my utter disappointment when I woke up to Jay’s car pulling
into the easement…and it hit home that I'd have to go on living
without you.” She stood still and looked him in his eyes with her
chin up. It was all out now. Somehow, she felt better. She wasn’t
sure he was going to be Ok with her outburst but there was a big
part of her that was at peace. He either moved forward with her,
despite this scene or she went on alone, knowing she made it
through this storm. She waited quietly for him to reply.

He stared at her,
shaken, not really knowing what to say next. He was ashamed that
he'd assumed so much and that he'd shown such cruelty to her. His
expression softened, as did his voice. “I did, Mason. I did change
my mind about a hundred times. I knew I couldn't live without the
woman I so deeply loved. My mind relentlessly begged me to come
back to you, my only love. For the first time in my life, I got
airsick. Leaving you made me physically ill…I pushed through it,
and I’ve regretted everything since.” 100 322 242

She dropped to her
knees, and he rushed in to help her. She felt every remaining
resistance to him crumble. Her heart was all in finally with the
knowledge that he’d still loved her this whole time. All the
memories of the many hours she’d wept, believing he didn’t love
her, couldn’t love her, fell away and vanished all at once in this
moment with this affirmation of his unconditional love. She was
overwhelmed and weak and she wept outright.

He wished like
anything he wasn’t covered in barnyard debris, but this moment
couldn’t wait. He saw her begin to collapse and he just barely got
to her before she hit her knees. “Darling, no, please,” he
implored. He pulled her to him, and she turned and cried hard into
his shirt. “Mason, please,” he tried to speak but this moment broke
him deep inside and his tears flowed just as readily as hers. They
stayed, kneeling on the floor, weeping and holding onto each other
as if life itself depended on their closeness. He finally pulled
himself together and he held her head to his chest. He kissed the
top of her head. “Mason, no more ‘I’m sorry’. We’re not doing this
anymore. Please. Come with me, m’love.” He stood up shakily and
helped her to her feet. He walked her to the bathroom and picked
her up, sitting her on the vanity. He brushed back her hair and
looked at her face. Her makeup was streaked and smeared with tears,
and she was never more beautiful to him. She smiled at him weakly.
“I needed this, Cole,” she said through her sniffles.

“Needed what? A cry
like this?” He smiled and kissed her lips.

“No. I needed to know
you loved me. You really loved me,” she said.

He looked at her
pitifully, “Darling, when I say I love you, I mean every word,
every time. Do you understand? Say you do.”

“Oh, honey, yes, I do
but there were so many nights, so many, that I was sure you stopped
loving me, that you would never forgive me,”

“There’s nothing to
forgive you for, my love and I hope to one day show you that,” he
said, evenly. “Mason, I needed this too. I guess there were a lot
of nights I selfishly believed I was the only one suffering, that
you’d probably just go on without me,”

“I’m not that
strong,” she said.

“Oh, but you
certainly are,” he said, smiling. “You’re extraordinarily strong
and I knew it. I knew I should have been stronger for you,” he
said, kissing her forehead.

She thought for a
moment. “I guess I can be if I need to but not so much where you’re
concerned,” she looked up at him. “I’d rather just be weak in your
arms where I feel safe, secure, and loved.”

This was the moment
he’d been looking for. This was the thing that had been missing,
her complete and utter surrender to his protection. He traced a
finger down her cheek tenderly. “Darling, will you do something
with me?”

“Right now?” She
asked.

“Yes,” he said.

She saw the softness
and desire flaming in his eyes. She nodded.

“I know I’m filthy
but…shower with me,” he said.

“I don’t care and
yes, of course,” she replied.

He turned on the
water to let it warm up and came back, standing in front of her. He
began unbuttoning his shirt and she followed his lead, unbuttoning
her blouse.

“Ah ah, no,” he said
to her, softly as he grasped her hands. “I'm going to do that.”

He continued getting
undressed looking at her watching him. His arousal was winding up
and he had no further doubts about taking her wholly tonight.

She watched as he
slowly shed his clothes, letting her gaze roam over his body. He
never was very fit, but his frame belied his physical strength. His
build was soft, his shoulders round, his chest full and stomach
very slightly rounded. His skin was porcelain pale but smooth like
hers. After all, they did share similar skincare regimens. His
legs, however, were beautifully muscular and she’d enjoyed the
delightful contrast of her thick thighs draped across his when they
slept. Her eyes widened when she saw how hard he was. She tried to
be quiet, but her breath caught in her throat.

He stepped close to
her and slipped his hand around her neck. He didn't clamp down. He
just held her here until she looked into his eyes again. “Your love
does that to me. You’re beautiful, Mason. There’s no question about
that but this happens because the assurance of your love touches
me. This is my body’s response to your love and how you accept all
of me,” he said softly. He leaned in and kissed her deeply, the
earthy salt of his sweat and the slight taste of grass lingering on
their lips.

“I wish I could say
the same thing,” she said quietly, looking down into her lap. “My
body instantly responds to your touch and being physically close to
you. That said, it’s only you. I don’t feel any of those things
with anyone else.”

“So, are you saying
that delicious wetness I feel between your legs is mine alone?” He
murmured, salaciously.

She giggled. “Yeah.
Being completely honest, I wasn’t like that before I met you.” She
looked into his eyes with that innocent expression that turned him
all the way up.

He stopped, shaken by
this revelation. He leaned in and kissed her as he unbuttoned her
blouse. He slipped it back over her shoulders and slid his hands
down to unfasten her bra. As he pulled it off, he desperately
wanted to fill his mouth with her soft breasts, but he remained
ever mindful of his bodily filth due to the persistent, mingled
scent of her perfume and cattle, made more prominent by the steam
slowly filling the bathroom. Instead he lightly kissed her chest
and teased her nipple with his tongue. Even she didn’t wrap her
arms around him as he did so, opting for leaning back on the vanity
to give him more access. He kissed her neck as he slipped his hands
around her waist to unzip her skirt. He pulled her to him, lifting
her from the vanity to help her stand. He pushed her skirt down and
kneeled to pick it up. When he stood, he slowly ran his hand up
over her leg and grasped her thick thigh as he lay the skirt on the
vanity. He opened the shower door and quickly washed his face.

“Haven’t you
forgotten something?” She asked, coyly.

He turned and looked
her over. He smiled, lecherously and winked. “Hold that
thought.”

“You mean thong,” she
giggled.

He stepped back out
of the shower, water and muck streaking his skin. He slipped his
dirty hands around her hips and pulled her thong down, kneeling in
front of her. “Step out, darling,” he said softly, looking up at
her. He planted his hands on her hips. “Come down here,” he
growled. She crouched, spreading her legs as she did so. He pushed
her back on the bathroom floor and unceremoniously buried his face
between her legs. He didn’t try to tease her or go slowly. He
eagerly pulled her hips to his mouth, kissed her smooth lips deeply
and ran his tongue between them. He heard her gasp and cry out and
it fueled his desire for her. He slipped his tongue inside her as
far as he dared go then pulled out and slowly ran his tongue flat
and firmly over her pearl.

“Fuck,” she cried
out. “Oh, fuck, please do that again.”

He chuckled. Looking
at the inside of her thighs, he got a very good idea of how filthy
his hair was. “Maybe, if you’re a very good girl for me,” he said
softly.

“Damn,” she sighed.
“In the shower, now!”

He took her hand and
helped her up. They stepped into the shower, and she moved to the
back.

“Look, one of us is
just gonna freeze with this setup,” she said, “but you are filthy
and ripe so you GOTTA go first, honey.” She giggled as she poured
some shampoo onto her hands. He bent over towards her so that she
could reach his head and she eagerly began to work the soap through
his long, thick, and dirty hair.

Her nails gently
massaging his scalp sent shivers down his spine and he wished there
wasn’t so much filth on him. She didn’t seem to mind though and
that left him feeling genuinely cared for. The ways and moments,
like this one, in which she showed him her gracious acceptance
meant the world to him. The endearing ways she embraced his every
vulnerability gave him a confidence that was unmatched in his
experience. At any given moment he felt he could not love her more
and yet every day it seemed as though his love for her
increased.

She was enjoying
getting deep down into his long hair and really getting the dirt
out. She rinsed it twice and this was the third round of shampoo.
He might not need this one but watching his body shiver when she
gently ran her nails through his locks was fairly satisfying and
maybe she would secretly indulge herself one more time. She washed
his neck thoroughly of his sweat and watched the rivulets of muck
and soap run down his body as he rinsed his hair before running
conditioner through it. She relished the sight and feel of his long
curls slipping so easily though her fingers. She’d come to crave
fulfilling the ways in which he needed her, as he did now. There
was something deeply gratifying in being the one who could so
easily and naturally complete the things in his life he
neglected.

“You do,” he said.
She’d been staring as he rinsed his hair and now, she looked lost
in thought.

She shook her head to
clear it. “Do what?”

“You help. You always
help and sacrifice and put me first and I wish you would put you
first sometimes,” he said as he watched her pour body wash onto a
pouf.

She chuckled. “It’s
easy to help you. In ways like this, at least,” she said as she
scrubbed his chest and shoulders. She rinsed the pouf and applied
more wash. “You are a filthy boy,” she said, winking at him.

“Hmmm, maybe a filthy
boy needs a dirty girl,” he said leaning down to kiss her before
turning around.

She giggled as she
continued to remove the layer of dirt from his back and legs. She
cleaned every part of him, taking care not to spend too long
between his legs. His shivers as she caressed him from behind,
through his legs and under him, gently cleaning the sweat from him
that she’d have preferred to devour in a ratchet, filthy, lustful
session of passion made her want to tease and work him for a while
but his body language told her he wanted to delay that particular
engagement with her so she finished up by simply cleaning his nails
with hers. She knelt and began cleaning his feet with her pedi
brush. She enjoyed the feeling of sitting at his feet. She always
appreciated his protectiveness and here she felt it most.

He sat down with her
and just admired her for a moment. “Mason,” he said.

She looked up at him,
smiling. “Yes, honey.”

“Thank you for loving
me just like this.”

She finished cleaning
his feet. “Of course,” she flashed that huge, adoring smile.

He caressed her cheek
softly. “Here. Let me,” he stood and took her hand, helping her
stand. He first took her makeup remover and smoothed it generously
across her cheeks.

“Oh, I can do that,”
she said.

He caught her gaze.
“May I try?” He asked.

“You want to do my
skincare routine?” She giggled.

“Yes,” he said
seriously. “I want to learn everything about you, and I want to
know this too.”

She closed her eyes
and acquiesced. “That’s very sweet, honey. Ok, go ahead.”

As he watched it melt
her foundation and eyeshadow, he rinsed his hands and wet her
remover cloth. He gently wiped away every trace of her makeup and
kissed her lips softly. “There you are.” He smiled as she opened
her eyes. Their azure depth was pulling his heart under, and he
truly wanted to drown in her right now. “Turn around darling,” he
said softly.

He took his time
washing her hair and running the conditioner through it. He wound
it up in a clip to let the conditioner set while he took the body
wash and foamed it in his hands. He began gently washing her neck
and shoulders. Running his hands smoothly down over her beautiful
tan skin was always a profound joy for him. She felt like
everything he ever wanted and even more so when she was like this,
sensual and naked under his touch. This was an exquisite feeling,
being honoured to be close to her naked body and bonded to her soul
and he knew that he needed it in his life forever. He didn’t bother
to try to control his arousal as he reached under her arms and ran
his hands up over her beautifully heavy, full breasts, pulling her
tight to his body. She felt him against her and simply couldn’t
resist reaching back, taking him into her hands. He moaned loudly
as she began to gently work him. Her hands on him like this were a
wicked pleasure and he would not deny her touch. Tonight he would
have her again for the first time in too long and the anticipation
was beginning to fuck with his mind and body. He didn’t want to
wait but he would deliberately prolong and savour these moments,
drawing every bit of passion from her until he completely owned and
controlled her release…if she didn’t bring him off first.

“Darling,” he
whispered into her ear. “Fuck, that feels good. You’re sooo good at
that.”

She whimpered as he
ran his hands down over her and between her legs. “You are too,
baby. Touch me, please,” she begged.

He chuckled. “Not
yet, my dear. You’ll wait for that.”

“Fuck you, then,” she
giggled, removing her hands.

He giggled too. “Let
me rinse your hair and get it dry. It’s getting cold in here.”

He dried her hair
first then his as she sat on the vanity watching.

“Your hair’s got so
long in just a few months,” she said, fluffing it with her
nails.

“It grows really
quickly,” he said. “I used to get it trimmed every two weeks when I
was in New York.”

“Where?” She asked, a
bit surprised.

“Place called Barbers
Point in Soho. It was a nice place. They were very friendly, and
they always had time in the afternoons,” he said.

“Huh, you’re right.
So much we don’t know about each other,”

He brushed his hair
back and stood in front of her. “So much we don’t know about each
other, but we were ready to spend our lives together.”

“Are,” she whispered,
under her breath, locked into his gaze.

“Yes, I am,” he said
quietly.

She looked at him,
surprised he’d heard.

He let it go. He
didn’t want to get into forever right now. “Come on, m’love,” he
picked her up and stood her in front of him, facing the mirror.
“Tip your head back.” She did as he asked, and he began by
massaging in her retinol serum. He followed it up with her squalane
moisturizer and HA creme. Her skin always looked amazing to him,
and he understood all the chemistry, but the glassine appearance of
her face could never compare to her incredible beauty that shone
from her graceful heart. He started brushing out her long, soft,
slightly damp locks then he began to put her hair into a French
braid.

“Oh I’m gonna have
hella waves in the morning,” she said.

“If it lasts, I
suppose you will,” he said quietly.

“What do you mean?
Isn’t this a braid for waves?”

He finished up and
wrapped the end. He leaned in and brought his lips to just under
her ear. “It’s a rein,” he whispered.

A wave of heat raced
through her body, and she instinctively pushed her hips back
against him.

“Mmmm, are you ready
for me?”

She turned around and
tangled her hands in his hair, bringing his lips to hers. She
passionately entwined her tongue with his, rimming his lips as she
slowly pulled away.

“Christ, I love it
when you do that. Please never stop,” he whispered.

He kissed her once
again, pushing her back towards the bed, killing the light as he
went. He pushed her back until she had to sit. He knelt in front of
her, between her spread thighs. He looked up into her eyes and all
at once he wanted to worship every inch of her body. From her
beautiful hair to her manicured toes, he wanted to touch, stroke,
caress, and grip every part of her voluptuous figure. He felt like
his entire body was throbbing with his racing heartbeat. He reached
up and cradled her face, running his hands slowly down over her
shoulders and chest until he had her breasts overflowing in his
hands. The weight and tenderness he found in this part of her
comforted him deeply. He felt safe in the fullness of her body to
freely touch and hold her and, in the full acceptance of her
spirit, and to express his love for her in ways that brought her
pleasure upon pleasure.

She couldn't control
the intense shivers in her body. His gentle touch always brought
this out of her. Her skin felt hot under his hands, and she stayed
sitting to get the visual of him looking lustfully up into her eyes
occasionally as he kissed her chest and filled his mouth with her
breasts. He expertly teased her nipples with his tongue which
eventually turned to biting. This was new but she wasn't
complaining as the pain brought her an intense spike of
arousal.

He loved to take as
much of her breast as he possibly could into his mouth, running his
tongue around her hard nipple and listening for her inevitable
moan. Tonight though, he profoundly yearned for her body and all
the wonders and comforts it held for him. He couldn’t resist biting
her and the yelp she let out pushed him deeper into a sadistic
desire to claim her body in this way.

“Ow, fuck!”

“What is it,
darling?” He asked, innocently, returning to gently teasing her
nipple with his tongue.

She gasped slightly.
“That felt good,” she panted.

“What did?” He
asked.

“Fuck you,” she
giggled. “You know good and hell well, you bit me.”

“Did I? Like this?”
He slid two fingers down between her bare lips and then inside her.
She pushed her hips up against his hand and he delighted in her
desire to feel him deeper. She was fairly wet but when he bit down
on her nipple again, he felt a light clenching and quiver inside
her and more of her wetness running over his hand.

“Fuck yes,” she
moaned. “Just like that.”

He moved up to kiss
her lips but kept his hand inside her. “I think you like that,” he
whispered as he began a gentle beckoning motion inside her. “You
like that pain, yes?”

“I do,” she
whispered.

“I thought so,” he
looked back into her eyes. “Fuck, you feel good to me.

“You make me feel
good,” she whispered as she caressed his face. She kissed him deep
and he thrust his hand into her.

He gently bit her lip
as she pulled away. He watched lovingly as her passion raced across
her face while he continued to work her. How many nights has she
seen this on my face? Does she know how her touch affects
me?

She didn’t try to
hold back the moans and cries evoked by his touch. She tipped her
head back as she felt her body giving over to the pleasure he
brought her. “Don’t stop,” she panted. “Please, just…like
that…”

“Like that?” He
whispered as he planted bites and kisses down across her body.

“Yes, fuck,
please…don’t stop,” she whimpered.

He removed his hand
from her as he stood. He placed one hand on her chest, and she knew
what he was doing, but she wasn’t in the mood to be brought down.
“Fuck! NO!” she said. She pulled his hand off her and sat up. She
sat still and looked up at him, afraid now of what he might do in
response to her outburst. “I…um…I'm..”

“No. Don't…please
don’t apologise.” He pulled away from her and stepped back. He
stood still and quickly took in the setting. This was something he
did automatically when a situation suddenly felt unsafe to him. He
prided himself on controlling his scenes and this was a trained
response. The room was cold and dim. The flat was quiet. She looked
scared and maybe a little angry. “Mason,” he said softly.

“Yes,” she answered.
Her voice was barely a whisper, and she was staring into her
lap.

“May I sit?” He
asked.

She looked up at him.
“Cole, I’m not in the mood for being teased,” she began to cry. “I
just want so desperately to know what this is, what we’re doing
tonight. I don’t think I can wait to find out that you just want to
get me off then go to sleep. I’m not in the mood for that either.”
She stood up and went into the bathroom to get some tissues. She
leaned against the vanity and wiped her eyes. She got a few more
tissues and came back to sit on the bed. She sat on the edge and
just put her head down. “I feel embarrassed, if you must know. I
shouldn’t have yelled at you. You don’t deserve that.”

He took a deep
breath. Her frustration was palpable, and he realised, he was doing
it again. Leaving her unsure. “Fuck,” he said softly, running his
hands through his hair.

“What. What is it?”
She asked, taking another deep breath.

“Mason, may I touch
you?” He asked gently.

She looked up at him,
confused. “Why would you ask that?”

He smiled gently. He
looked into her eyes, and he thought he was reading her clearly
enough. “You’re angry and I’m Ok with you expressing that. Seeing
your temper flare, it’s just new, that’s all but it’s one more
beautiful thing I get to learn about you. That said, I want to be
careful with you…and if you want some space, I’ll give you that. I
won’t leave. I’ll be just in the next room if you need me…” He
leaned down and cupped her face. She leaned into his hand
instinctively. “But I don’t think space is what you want.”

“Right now, Cole.
What do you want?”

He lifted her chin.
“I want your attention. I want to talk about whatever is going on
here and I want to stay in this room, next to you, and fix
this.”

Her eyes filled with
tears. “Jesus, Cole. I never thought I’d ever meet anyone who’d
stay and fix anything.”

He sat down next to
her, and she looked at him. “I know I left you before, but I
promise, never again.” He smiled and shook his head. “I don’t know
how many times I have to tell you this, but I’ll tell you as often
as necessary. I stay and I help.”

She smiled at him. “I
dunno either. Maybe like, twenty.” she giggled.

“Come here, darling.”
He stood and took her hand as she stood up next to him. He slipped
his arms around her waist and pulled her close, kissing her neck.
“Christ, you feel so sweet and amazing against my body. I never
dreamed from the moment we met that I’d ever be privileged enough
to have you like this.”

“You could have had
me from 'ello,” she whispered. He giggled. She kissed his neck and
he just slightly whimpered. Her body flushed with a warmth she’d
yet to feel with him. Something brand new was happening here but
she wasn’t sure what.

“Can we get into bed,
please?” He whispered in her ear. “It’s cold.”

“Yes, come on.” She
kissed his cheek and began to turn down the sheets and duvet. He
pulled another duvet from the chifforobe and handed it to her. He
got into bed, and she lay down, turning to face him as he pulled
the covers over them.

He propped his head
up on his hand. “Ok, sweetheart. Talk to me, please.”

She turned onto her
stomach. “To put it bluntly. I can’t do what we did in New York. I
don't want to play the long game anymore. We’ve come too far now
and, I know you like to tease me and some nights, I was for it. You
know that.” She leaned over and kissed his lips softly. “But
tonight, I’m feeling you more deeply than ever before.”

He leaned in and
kissed her deeply. “Mason, we’re thinking the same thing. I don’t
want to draw this out.” She turned on her side and he kissed her
again, pushing her onto her back. “I do apologize. I never meant to
hurt you. I don’t think I understand your reaction, however.”

“I got angry.”

“You did, but
why?”

“Sometimes, I get
frustrated. I just want you to show me, not tease me so much. Just
take control and show me that you really want me. Tell me what
you're going to do, like the first night. Make your intentions
clear. No guessing. Show me that you have a plan, and you can
control me.”

This was treading
into deeper waters than he’d planned but it wasn’t exactly a bad
time to bring up something he’d been wanting from her. “Control
you…Are you talking about tonight or are you talking about our
relationship or something in between?”

She thought carefully
for a moment. “Something in between.”

He looked into her
eyes. He wanted to wholly own her, and he'd known that for some
time. He'd thought about what that looked like a lot. It had
consumed his thoughts for many hours over the time they were apart,
and he’d decided that if he had the opportunity, he wouldn't
hesitate to become her Dom, protector, and guardian, in short, her
owner. He looked over her body and back into her eyes. The desire
to possess her at this moment and forever burned under his skin and
he shivered hard. “Mason, I'm honoured you would willingly place
yourself in my guard like this.”

“So, what do you
think?”

“I think, over these
net two weeks we have here, I want to show you how much you will be
loved and protected.” He said softly.

She stared into his
eyes with a willingness and confidence he'd never seen in her
before and he felt humbled that she'd chosen him to be this source
of strength for her.

“I don't want to play
any games right now, darling. It's been too long since we've just
simply loved each other, had each other like this. Please just let
me love you tonight.” He smiled, tracing a finger gently down her
cheek.

She giggled, “Did you
just?”

He thought for a
moment. “Yes, I guess I did,” he chuckled.

He threw off the
duvets and pulled her to him, rolling onto his back as she
straddled his hips. Feeling her pressed against his hardness like
this was turning him up. He at once wanted to be inside her, but
he'd craved her, the taste of her, the feel of her wetness against
his face for months when he’d allowed himself the memory, and he
wasn't going to rush in that fast tonight.

“Baby, I want your
knees on my shoulders. Do you understand?”

“Oh…fuck,” she
whimpered.

“I want you right
here, on my face, spread for me so I can bury my tongue inside you.
Have I made my intentions clear enough?”

She leaned down and
kissed him hungrily, feeling him thrust against her. He wrapped his
arms around her, feeding into her intensity. He adored the taste of
her mouth and her tongue wrapped with his sent chills through him
each and every time they kissed. He moaned softly as she began to
grind against him, and he felt her wetness running down over him.
He wanted to experience every inch of her body right now but…he
also wanted to watch. Her whimpers and moans were getting to him,
and he was becoming unsure that he could control himself. “Baby,
please, please let me taste you.”

She looked into his
eyes and saw his raw desire pleading with her. She smiled
seductively and slid down his body.

“What are you doing,
darling…oh, fuck…” he groaned.

She slid him in
between her breasts and watched as he thrust between them. She
needed this moment of letting him use her body as he willed. The
knowledge that she was the only one who fulfilled him in this way
gave her a confidence that melded with her arousal and increased
her wanton craving for him. She slid down further, licking his tip
and he reached back and grabbed the headboard. She took him into
her mouth and swirled her tongue around him, teasing him before she
pushed him back into her throat. He thrust into her gently until he
felt her try to swallow his tip and her throat opened. She quickly
slid both hands under his hips and tried to push him in further.
This was something new and he wasn’t sure how far he should go. He
tried to push the “who the fuck taught her this” out of his mind
but it wasn’t easy. “Fuck, baby. Damn that feels good. Christ,
Mason,” he moaned as he resisted arching his back.

She finally choked
and released him from her throat. She coughed and worked his soaked
cock with her hands and cleaned him as best she could with her
mouth. “You liked that,” she said, still breathing hard.

“Fuck yes,” He
reached for her and pulled her toward him. She kissed him once more
and he could taste her wetness that she’d licked off of him. Her
face was soaked with her own saliva, and he welcomed everything she
gave him in this kiss.

She eagerly wrapped
her legs around him again. “Are you ready for me?” She asked
softly.

“Ohhh, yes. I’m more
than ready but not like this,” he growled. “On your back. Now.”

She felt that old
familiar fire race under her skin and down through her body.
“Yes…Sir,” she said coyly. He smiled as she swung her leg over his
body, but she suddenly noticed his eyes went dark. She knew this
was something else…someone else…he gave over to but not completely
and she wondered if she truly wanted him to.

She got comfortable
on her back, and he put a few pillows behind her. “Are you
comfortable?” He asked, running his hand down across her
stomach.

She smiled lovingly
at him. “I am, honey.” she said softly.

He cupped her between
her thighs and locked her gaze with his. He said nothing for long
enough to make her uncomfortable and she swallowed hard.

“What am I to
do?”

He cocked one eyebrow
and tipped his head down to lock her in. “Spread your legs for
Sir.”

She gasped and froze,
shocked and shaken. His gaze never wavered, and her mouth went dry
as she tried to process this. He’d never liked honorifics and in
fact he’d punished her for using them. She didn’t know what to
think but she slowly spread her legs and brought her knees up to
give him as much access as she could. “Is this what you want?” She
asked quietly.

He looked down over
her body and back into her eyes as he slid two fingers between her
soaked, smooth lips, over her pearl slowly, watching as the
intensity of the sensations forced a sharp breath from her and an
arch in her back. This was what he’d wanted, to watch her body
react to his hedonistic touches. “Yes. I need to know that you’re
just as responsive to me as you always were, my beloved.”

“No pet?”

He slipped his two
middle fingers slowly inside her and began an easy, unhurried
thrusting. He leaned down and softly began kissing her, not
passionately but with a tender melding of their lips and he
delighted in the flood running down over his hand. “Christ, you’re
wet, Mason.” He kissed and bit her neck, hard enough to make her
yelp. “I adore how receptive your body is to Sir.”

Her mind was
spinning. Her whole world with him as she’d known it was changing
so fast and she didn’t know how to catch up. She felt him slowly
bringing her to her edge and she was trying to hold back but, in
this tender, loving moment in his complete and utter control, it
was nearly impossible to restrain her body’s reciprocation of his
love and affection. “May I…May I come, Sir?” she whined.

“Fuck,” he muttered
as he felt her clenching around his fingers. He removed his hand
and slapped the outside of her thigh to bring her down. He pulled
away from her neck to watch her expression. She arched her back and
whimpered but she didn’t react as before to being brought back from
her edge. He ran his hand, flat over her pearl as he listened to
her moans. He leaned down once again, bringing his lips to just
under her ear. He exhaled softly before speaking and he felt her
thrust against his hand in response. “Are you ready for me,
Beloved?”

“Yes, Sir,” she
whispered, “Please,” Tears were beginning to fall from her eyes,
and he felt them as he lightly kissed her neck.

He moved to kneel
between her legs. Reaching forward, he applied some pressure to her
chest to calm her writhing. “Easy, darling, easy,” he said quietly.
“Eyes on me, Beloved,”

She nearly lost her
breath every time he said “Beloved”.

“I don’t deserve
that.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Beloved.”

He looked at her with
deep affection and smiled benevolently. “I’ve chosen that for you
and if you know me, then you know I thought about it and carefully
considered it for a long time. It describes my feelings for you
quite succinctly. You are my Beloved. Do you understand?”

“I do,” she said
softly, looking at him with a new appreciation and adoration.

The innocent look she
was giving him mixed with something near worship was fucking with
his head. In no way did he feel deserving of such affection yet the
fact that she clearly bestowed it upon him profoundly endeared her
to him. Unable to resist the primal urges set off by the carnal
scents in the room, he leaned down and tasted her. Her legs spread
wide like this made it easy to slide his tongue inside her then
slide it up flat against her pearl as she’d begged him to do
earlier. Drawing out these sessions always brought him so much
pleasure but if he was learning anything, her ability to delay
wasn’t as refined as his by nature. Her urgency pushed him and
excited him in a primal place. “You taste as sweet to me as I first
imagined, my love,” he said softly, as he caught her gaze once
more.

“When?” She asked a
bit breathlessly.

He smiled down at
her. “The second night in your apartment when I lay my head on your
lap. I dearly wanted to just bury my face between your gorgeous
thighs and listen to you cry out for more from me, and I would have
happily given you everything.”

“Will you now? Give
me all of you?”

He paused for just a
moment to reflect how completely and honestly she desired him. She
loved him wholly, even though he’d left her, and now, in light of
her grace, he could deny her nothing. “Yes,” he whispered,
“always.” He pushed her leg up and back and gazed into her eyes,
watching her loving expression and her lovely neck arch as he
guided himself into her. Tears immediately clouded his vision as
the painful reality of how long it had been cut through his heart.
He bowed his head for a moment as he felt her push against him.

She saw his tears
falling onto her stomach and hip as she was adjusting to how deep
he was filling her. She felt him swelling inside her and she
profoundly ached for more of him. “Honey, come here,” she said
softly.

He adoringly looked
up across her beautiful body, an inviting comfort wide open to him.
She reached out for him as he slipped his hands under her and
tipped her hips up slightly. He stayed still inside her as he lay
down on her softness and nuzzled into her neck. He tangled his
hands in her hair and kissed her neck slowly, gently.

“There it is, honey,”
she murmured, wrapping her arms around him as she began to firmly
thrust her hips against him.

He matched her
tender, intense, deliberate pace. She brought a deep affection from
him, and he willingly gave over to this slow, true moment of loving
her.

She caught her
breath, and he felt her clenching around him. “Fuck, I’m coming,
baby, just like that, please just like that,” she moaned. He held
her soft body close to him as she came slow and easy in his arms
which was different for her. As she continued to push against him
and return his thrusts, his orgasm came on slowly, measured, a
steady release as he sank into the safety of her arms.

“I love you so very
much, Mason.” The connection he felt with her in this holy hour was
more intense than any he’d ever imagined possible. She was woven so
perfectly through his life that he no longer felt he could exist
without her.

“I love you too,
baby.” She traced her nails over the skin on his back as she felt
him finishing inside her. It was always a sacred time for the two
of them but tonight, there was something else hanging heavy in this
exquisite moment. It was more than falling in love again. It was a
bonding that felt tighter and sweeter than any she’d known
before.

The morning sun crept
in around the curtains, and he woke with her tightly tucked under
his arm, her leg draped over him and there was nothing in him that
wanted to ever move. He’d awakened a few times, contemplating the
absolute beauty of the night before and how she’d given herself so
readily to him, to his protection and control. For him, there would
never be a more beautiful gift. He knew now that although their
dynamic would change, it had to get stronger. She was becoming
stronger too, more confident. Still, she didn’t always know how to
assert her boundaries. It was one of the few things that he knew
would be important for her to learn as they worked on healing as a
couple. He was preoccupied for hours, thinking and considering all
the ways they would shape this love and his role going forward.
Nothing in his life had ever brought him so much comfort and peace
as those few quiet hours, wrapped up in loving her and planning
their future.

She stirred under his
arm. Waking up next to him had always been for her a blessed moment
but now that there would no longer be the days of guessing if he
would stay with her, she felt better able to enjoy it. She looked
up at him lovingly. He was looking at his watch.

“Good morning,
honey.”

He looked down at her
sleepy, shining eyes. “Good morning, Darling. How did you
sleep?”

“Mmmmm. Very well.
And you?”

“I slept better than
I have in quite literally months.” His expression was not one of
relaxation, though. In two weeks he needed to be back in New York,
and it was weighing on his mind in more ways than one.

“What chu thinking,
hun?”

“Well, breakfast. I’m
really hungry after all that activity,” he chuckled.

She giggled. “Me too.
Then what?”

“Let me make you
breakfast, and we’ll talk about ‘then what’. How does that sound?”
He was trying to make good on his promise to be more forthcoming
with her, so he needed to break his habit of deflecting when he
needed to think.

“Oooh. Do you have
any more of that feta cheese?” She asked.

“Yes. Feta cheese
omelettes?”

“They were sooo good
when you made them before.”

“That’s breakfast
sorted.”

“I’ll make
mimosas!”

He laughed.
“Alright…ya boozer.”

As they ate, Mason
continued to wonder about a few things from the night before but
most of all…

“Why not pet?”

He looked at her a
bit surprised that this still even mattered to her. He traced one
finger down the side of her face as he always did when showing her
affection. “Darling, 'Pet' is a bit informal don't you think?
Honorifics are never set in stone although I would prefer that from
now on you refer to me as Sir when it is called for. Given the way
I feel for you, 'beloved' is the only appropriate honorific.” He
looked away pensively. “but I'm still not sure exactly what you
want now in terms of a Dom sub relationship. I know you don't want
to roleplay 24/7 and frankly neither do I but if you're wondering,
will I take on the role of the Dominant in a relationship, that is
exactly my intention.”

She looked at him
slightly confused. “What do you mean?”

He paused for a
moment, looking into her eyes to make sure he had her complete
attention. “I fully intend to take over doing the things for you
that you've done for yourself because you were single. I intend to
bring ease and comfort to your life.”

“What about the ease
and comfort in your life?”

He shook his head,
smiling. “This is what I've always wanted in my life. I've always
wanted a good woman who loved me and fully accepted me for who I
am, and I've wanted that woman to guard with my life and to care
for.”

Mason sat back
surprised and shaken, not quite sure what to say.

“Are you alright
darling? Do you understand?”

“I do understand,”
she said slowly, “I just never thought I could be that woman for
anyone.” She looked down, not feeling completely worthy.

He lifted her chin.
“Eyes on me, beloved.” He looked into her shining eyes and smiled
gently. “And just like that…you are.”

She smiled sweetly at
him. “I need you so much, Cole. I’m so grateful that you love me
enough to want to do these things for me and I know you will.”

He smiled at her,
tracing a finger down her cheek. “I will.” He took a deep breath
and picked up his plate, taking it to the sink.

“By the way, I have
some news. I'm meant to be back in New York for a job.”

“What job?” She asked
carefully.

“It's a real estate
firm…Carter, something…anyway, they have a building in Brooklyn
that needs an entire rip out of some old cat 5 cable and all new
cable put in.”

“Oh, really?” She was
getting nervous talking about this. “Did they say where the
building is exactly in Brooklyn?”

“I don't have those
details yet,” he said. “I'm supposed to get back to Brooklyn on the
first and then I'll get those details.”

“So, this isn't going
to be a network testing job?”

“No. Apparently my
reputation for the work that I did on our Brooklyn project preceded
me and this firm has hired me to do the same thing.”

“Hopefully you won't
have to work with the same contractor. I think Robert got on your
nerves quite a bit during that project,” she chuckled.

He laughed. “Right.
Part of that was me needing to adjust to the way that New Yorkers
do things. I feel like I really dropped the ball there.” He said
sheepishly.

“No, honey. You did
fine. That would have been a difficult situation for anybody. That
project was huge, and everyone was struggling to make sure that
they did their absolute best. There was a lot of stress put into
situations that had too much already.”

“I suppose so.
Anyway, this Carter firm can't be arsed to find an installation
contractor so that will be up to me. Hopefully I can use a firm out
of New Jersey that I've used before.”

“That being the case,
I guess we don't have anything to do for the next two weeks because
I don't have to be back in New York until then either.”

He looked at her
thoughtfully. “Would you like to spend this week up in Harrogate
with Shaun and his mum and dad?”

She grinned. “I would
love to do that.”

He walked over to the
table and filled their coffee cups then sat down with her. “Huh. I
may be pushing my luck here but what do you think about
volunteering at the veterinary office?”

She balked slightly.
“I dunno. You smelled awful when you came back before.”

He laughed. “I did
but one, you get used to it.”

“Ok, now I’m only
slightly mortified.”

“And two,” he
chuckled, “you would likely be working with small animals which are
still smelly but not as bad as the cows and horses so, as usual,
you will still smell better than I do. Seriously, I’ve been a few
times since I’ve been back. It’s good to connect with nature like
that. Always gave me a chance to think, work things out.”

“Are you saying
that…while you were under a cow, you were thinking about me?” She
asked.

He paused. He
straightened his shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Yes. That is
exactly what I’m saying.”

“I bet I’m more
grateful to have you under me than she was.” She winked.

He laughed heartily.
“Yes, that is also true.”

“Alright. I will try
it just because you've asked me to.”

He smiled at her.
“Come on, let's get breakfast cleaned up and then we’ll go shopping
for your wardrobe. You'll definitely need a good pair of
wellies.”

“What’s a
wellie?”

 



CHAPTER 20

 


When they arrived at
the small cottage, Cole took her hand and led her to the front
door. “I want to warn you. They have six very large dogs.”

Mason stepped back
and made a quick appraisal of the cottage. She couldn't imagine how
six large dogs would co-exist in this amount of square footage. “In
all my years of real estate I’ve definitely seen some interesting
spaces that seemed a lot bigger than they were. I’ll give it the
benefit of the doubt.”

He chuckled. “Right,
you just have to be careful when you go in. They're very
friendly.”

When Cole walked
through the door, he very quickly put himself between the three
huge, energetic Bernese mountain dogs and Mason. One of the dogs
managed to slip past and jump up to greet her with its paws on her
shoulders.

She giggled and
laughed as the dog licked her face and at that point, she was
thankful that she took Cole’s advice not to wear any makeup. “Oh
my, you're a big one aren't you? You're such a big, big dog. Look
how cute you are!” She gleefully cajoled.

The giant animal
seemed very pleased with her compliments and backed down, swishing
its tail in a very welcoming manner. A sharp whistle came from
inside and the three beasts quickly slunk back to their spots in
the living room. A fairly short, stocky and friendly looking man
emerged from the living room. “Cole! ‘Ow ist tha? Tha browt summun
wi' theur.”

Cole grinned, shaking
the man's hand and patting his shoulder. “Bridger, it's good to see
you as well.” Cole gave him a hug before he turned. “Bridger, I
would like you to meet Mason Garris.”

“Ah so this is theur
gran lass. Mason, it's lush ta meet theur. Ah'm Shaun's
father.”

“It's lovely to
finally meet you Mister Mattison,” she said, shaking his hand.

“Theur can jus’ call
me Bridger. Come and meet t’ missus.” He led them through the
living room and Mason noticed, as expected, that this room was the
largest open room in the cottage, and it did feel bigger than it
was. The group turned and walked into the smallish kitchen. Belle
was standing at the sink drying her hands.

“Cole, Theur back
agin,” she said affectionately. She always treated Cole with great
fondness, as if he were a second son.

“It's always
wonderful to see you, m’love,” Cole said as he gently kissed her
cheek.

“Oh, nae theur mun
behev i' front o' eur missus,” she said giggling. She extended her
hand kindly. “Theur mun be Mason. Mah name's Belle. It’s gran ta
meet theur.”

“I’m happy to finally
meet you too, Belle. What a beautiful name,” Mason said, smiling
sweetly.

“Thank ye. Aye, Cole
tells wi theur sell ‘ouses and Ah’m wonderin’ wha' does thee think
o' wee cottage?”

Mason looked around
at the warm, informal kitchen, and the farmhouse style of the
space. She looked back into the living room, which simply continued
the classic country home style. The entire house was a study in
rustic construction, exposed wood beams and simplistic lines of
architecture. The décor was limited to a few decorative wall
hangings, depicting life in the Dales, and very practical tin
teapots, cups, and a few oil lanterns. The furniture, though new,
was in a classic, austere upholstered style, with one large
recliner which Mason assumed was Bridger’s domain. Large oval
braided rugs dotted the wooden floors, designating areas of
function which might otherwise be walled off. The cottage felt to
Mason at once very open and very cozy but most of all…She looked
back at the couple who appeared to be earnestly waiting for her
professional opinion.

“Mrs. Mattison,
um…Belle, it's lovely. It's very charming in its farmhouse country
atmosphere but the thing I noticed the most is how it's more than a
house. The beautiful addition of a loving woman's touch truly makes
this space feel like home.” She smiled very warmly at the
couple.

Cole nearly beamed.
He knew she would make a good impression on Bridger and Belle
because she knew they were very special to him but even so, these
delightful glimpses of her graciousness always filled him with a
deep pride in being her man.

“Oh my,” Belle
breathed, blushing, with quite a pleased smile on her face. “Thank
theur. Aww, reight nae. ‘ave a seat, luv. Ah'll git theur a cuppa.
Shaun should be daahn soon.”

Cole pulled out a
chair for Mason at the kitchen table and she sat down just as Belle
put a cup of tea in front of her. Cole was just about to sit down
when he heard footsteps behind him coming from upstairs.

“Cole! “It's good ta
see theur, me old cocker.” Shaun grabbed Cole and hugged him
close.

“It's good to see you
again, my friend,” Cole chuckled.

“Mason!” Shaun said
as Mason stood up to give him a big hug. He looked her over one
time, noting her casual jeans and cotton work shirt that matched
Cole’s. “Ah see thas ready ta 'elp at t’ vitnery.”

“I am ready to try
anything except getting under a cow.” She laughed and they laughed
with her.

###

Mason sat in Shaun’s
back seat as they navigated the roads through the fields to the
veterinary office. The practice was located well outside of the
town and Mason was enjoying watching the seemingly endless pastures
and moors undulate throughout the countryside, marbled by long
stone fences, a relic of bygone years.

“Thas ‘ere fer the
one day?” Shaun asked Cole.

“No, we're going to
stay pretty much the week.”

Shaun paused,
thoughtfully. “Ah dint see any bags when theur came into
Mum's.”

“No, I thought we'd
book a hotel,” Cole replied.

“Theur dunt fancy
stayin’ at Mum n Dad's?”

“I don't want to
impose.”

“Nonsense. Ther's eur
guest room upstairs mum 'as already for theur. Tha can't disappoint
'a.”

“We absolutely
can't,” Cole chuckled. “Thank you, Shaun.”

Mason wasn't
necessarily uncomfortable staying at Shaun's parents’ house, but
she found it interesting that Cole did not feel the need to consult
her about the arrangements. It took her a moment but suddenly she
realized that it wasn't anything she needed to be involved with.
She trusted him to make the right decision for both of them and if
he felt that she needed to be involved, he would have asked. She
was beginning to realize that leaving him to make the decisions
gave him a strength and a confidence that she had not seen in him
before. She'd always felt confident to allow him to control the
bedroom but allowing him to direct their time together was bringing
out a brand new part of this man and it made her love him more. She
was also realizing that allowing him to lead would give her more
freedom and less stress.

They walked into the
veterinary office and were greeted by the head nurse in the
practice. “Shaun! It's lovely to see ya and you've brought Cole
back.”

“Aye, Mary, and
Cole's browt ‘is lass, Mason. Shi’s ‘ere ta ‘elp out.”

“Right, it's lovely
to meet you Mason,” Mary said kindly. “Shaun, go ahead and meet the
hands out at the barn. There's a horse that’s got foot foul and
they're going to need both of you to help hold it,” she said.
“Mason, why don't you come on back with me? Would you like to help
give one of our special dogs a bath?”

Mason smiled at her.
She paused for just a moment to take in this environment. It was
all remarkably simple and very in touch with nature. Cole seemed
happy to be here and rather relaxed to be in Shaun's company doing
these necessary and quite humanitarian things. She now understood
why he liked coming up here, but she had an idea that by the end of
the week she would also know why he liked returning to London. “Of
course, I would love to. Just show me the way,” she said.

Cole hugged and
kissed her before they headed out toward the barn. “Have a great
day sweetheart,” he whispered into her ear.

“You be careful out
there,” she said, smiling.

“Right Mason,” Mary
said matter of factly. “This way.” As they walked back the hall
past the examination rooms, Mary explained, “We have a border
collie that somebody found along the road. She seemed friendly
enough when they brought her in, but she has one of the worst cases
of demodectic mange we've ever seen. We're bathing her every day
and she's on some medications, but she still seems to be
languishing.”

They walked into a
small room in the back of the practice. It seemed to be a storage
area. There were boxes, some stacked chairs, a few pet crates and a
bathing station. In the back of the room was a gated off area with
a soft dog bed, toys, food bowls, and water. In the bed lay an
animal that looked very little like any kind of border collie Mason
had ever seen. The dog had wispy patches of black and white hair
growing but for the most part her skin was wrinkled and leathery
looking. As Mason walked up to the gate, the dog looked up at her.
Mason looked back into the gentlest, most vulnerable blue and brown
eyes she’d ever seen. The ailing dog rose from the bed carefully
and stretched. She gave a little shake and then walked gingerly
over to the gate where Mason stood and sat down. She looked up at
Mason and slowly extended a paw in greeting.

Mason took her paw
and gave it a very gentle shake. She wasn't completely familiar
with mange, especially to this extent but she imagined that the dog
was in pain just by the way she moved.

“Awww, she always
does that when anybody walks in,” Mary chuckled. “It's her way of
saying hello. Her name is Angie, by the way.”

“How do you even know
she's a border collie?” She asked Mary, looking over her rough
skin.

“Right. Well, we are
assumin’ she is because of the black and white hair that she's
beginning to grow back and the blue and the brown eye,” Mary said.
“If she's not a full border collie she may be a mix, but border
collies are very common dogs on farms around here, and especially
where she was found.”

“I see,” Mason said,
crouching down to look into Angie's eyes closer to her level. She
rubbed her head gently so as not to cause too much pain but to let
Angie know she was a friend. “It's lovely to meet you Angie,” she
said softly. “You are a beautiful girl.”

Angie's tail wagged
for as much as she could, and her eyes brightened slightly.

“Seems she's really
taken to you already,” Mary said. “Let's get her over here to the
bath.”

On the other side of
the room, there was a stainless-steel bathing station. Mason
figured that it wouldn't be difficult to get this docile little
creature into the tub and she was right. When the gate was opened,
Angie walked over to the bathing area and sat down once again. Mary
gingerly lifted her up and put her into the tub.

“So…what are we
washing her with?” Mason asked.

Mary handed her two
bottles of shampoo. “We're washing her with this one first in order
to work on any mites that might still be on her and then we're
washing her with this one second in order to help heal her skin and
prevent infection. It takes a long time because we really have to
work the soap into her skin, and we have to be gentle but thorough.
We really appreciate your help. With the two of us working on her
It won't take quite as much time and as you can imagine she feels
much better when no one is rubbing her skin.”

Mason looked at the
pathetic animal. Angie was sitting quietly as the water was
beginning to heat up her environment. “The poor thing,” she said
softly. “She's shivering.”

“Aye,” Mary said
gently. “She's gettin’ her hair back but I'm sure she'll be happy
when her coat’s fully grown.”

Something about the
patient look in Angie's eyes told Mason that she knew she was sick,
but that they were also trying to help her. As Mason began to
gently wash Angie's skin, the dog wagged her tail periodically.
“Oh, you're such a good girl,” Mason said lightly. “Yes, you're
such a beautiful girl,” she whispered repeatedly. Occasionally, it
seemed that Angie would smile at her too.

After they got her
carefully dried, Mason removed all of her bedding and changed it
out and she completely cleaned the area around her bed. Mason put
down food and water for her then she gave medication to her in
little meat flavored pill pockets which Angie didn't seem to
hesitate to eat at all.

Once she'd eaten and
had some water, Angie carefully laid down in her bed to rest. Mason
knelt down outside of the gate and just gazed at her once again.
Angie lifted her head and Mason realized one of her ears flopped
over. Mason stood up and looked at Mary. “One of her ears didn't
come up, did it?”

“Nope. That one
always seems to flop over,” she chuckled, “but it don't bother
Angie much I guess.”

Mason looked back at
Angie. “No, I guess it doesn't,” she chuckled. She looked at her
pitifully for a bit longer. “Has anybody claimed her?”

“No,” Mary said, “if
she did belong to one of the farms near where she was found, they
haven't come for her. The doc’s let all of ‘em know as he's been
around there to quite a few of ‘em lately, but nobody knows
anything about her.”

“How long does it
take to heal something like this?” Mason asked.

“Aye, like I said,
it's the worst case I've ever seen but she seems to be a fighter
and you can see some of her hair's growing back. Besides that,
she's young, maybe 2 years old, so she's got a good chance, but it
could be a few months before she's got a full coat again.

“I take it no one's
been very keen on adopting her,” Mason said.

“Certainly not in
this state,” Mary replied, looking at Angie resting. “But we'll get
her right.”

Mason petted her head
once more before leaving. “Yes, we will. We’ll get you right,
Angie.”

She stood up and
faced Mary. “I know you are giving her the best treatment. I’d like
to pay for her care, at least. Get a bill ready for me for whatever
you’ve done so far, and I’ll settle it. Get whatever she needs,
whatever you think will help. Keep sending the bills to me.” She
looked back at Angie. “She deserves a good home and I’m sure
someone will adopt her once she’s better.”

“Are you sure?” Mary
asked tentatively.

Mason smiled,
reassuringly. “Absolutely. Taking care of one dog won’t change the
world but,” she looked at Mary, “it sure will change this one dog’s
world, eh?”

Mason went about the
rest of the day helping with various small animals and finally she
and Shaun and Cole were headed back to the house.

As they sat around
the dinner table, Cole noticed that Mason was a bit reticent and
somewhat reluctant to engage in conversation the way she normally
did. She was usually very bubbly and liked talking to people but
tonight, he knew something else was on her mind.

After they got
showers, she put on her boy shorts and t-shirt and sat on the edge
of the bed flipping through her phone. Cole came out of the shower
and dried off. He looked at her carefully. He could tell her mood
was off and he knew why but he wanted to see if she was ready to
talk about it.

“My love,” he said,
as he slipped his briefs on. “What's on your mind?”

“I'm sorry. What do
you mean?” She asked.

“At dinner time you
weren't your normal happy self and that's fine. You don't always
have to be. I just want to know if there's anything going on.” He
sat down next to her and brushed her hair back from her face. She
was still looking at her phone but just flipping through emails and
not really reading them. “Darling, eyes on me please,” he said
assertively.

She looked up at him
and he could see she was processing. “Talk to me. What's going on
Mason?”

“This is going to
sound stupid. I am kind of not this person,” she started. “I am not
the kind of person that gets attached to animals or pets.”

He paused thinking
about how to ease her into talking. “How many pets have you
had?”

“Not many. I had a
cat when I lived with my mother and when I moved to the city, she
wanted to keep her.”

“Didn't you say that
your mother passed away shortly after you moved to the city?”

“Yes. She did.”

“Then what happened
to the cat?”

“When my mother
passed, the neighbor who was her good friend asked if she could
have him. I said yes, without hesitation so you see what I mean. I
don't get attached to animals.”

Cole contemplated
this for a moment. He’d had dogs growing up and he'd been deeply
attached to every one of them but because of the intense pain he
knew he would have to endure when losing them, he decided that
being a pet owner was not going to be for him. At any rate, he felt
it was unfair for him to have a dog when he traveled so much. “And
you've had no other pets since?” He asked.

“Unless you count
Brie, no,” she chuckled.

He laughed. “Brie is
everyone’s pet…I feel like there is a 'however' hanging in this
conversation,” he said.

“And you're right,”
she smiled at him. “You always know.”

Cold thought about
this carefully and decided to show his hand. “In this case, I do
know. Angie, right?”

Her jaw dropped.
“How…?”

“Mary asked me about
the bill,” he said seriously. “She was concerned that you may have
underestimated what it could be, and she didn’t want an awkward
situation. I told her not to worry.”

“Oh,” she said
softly. “Yeah, I can see that. It wasn’t much, really and I’m sure
the practice could use the help, considering.”

“So…what about
Angie?” He asked, gently.

She knew that the
amount of care that Angie would need was well beyond what they
would have to provide a normal dog and bringing her back to New
York in 2 weeks could be problematic. There were so many questions
and doubts racing in her mind that she didn't know where to…

“Just begin at the
beginning,” he said quietly.

She told him the
whole story of Angie and…“I don't know what it is about this dog,
but I feel like we could certainly get her back to being
healthy.”

“Well, that’s what
you’re paying for, isn’t it?” He knew where this was going but he
didn’t want to push in case he was wrong.

“It is but…Cole,” she
said, turning to face him. “If we could get her back to New York,
I’m sure we can find a great vet, get her the best treatment, I
mean, I know it’s just mange but…”

“It is just mange and
just because this is a country vet, doesn’t mean they’re not doing
the best for her,” he said carefully. He was coming up against her
habit of thinking that money fixes everything and he didn’t want to
misstep. This had been such a big part of her personality and
belief system, he didn’t want to challenge it head on. This was a
teachable moment but one he had to handle gingerly. “Mason, are you
thinking that you’d like to have a dog?”

“Well, I didn't want
a dog…but Angie's more than a dog, really. She needs our help. I’m
sorry. I don’t mean to disparage the care she’s getting. That’s not
what I meant at all. I don't know, maybe it's something in my
nature to just…want to fix things like this. I’ve always had a
heart for the unloved and the unwanted…” She looked at him
helplessly.

“You've certainly
assisted me with a lot of things, even improving my health because
I eat better when I'm with you and I take care of myself,” he
said.

She laughed. “Well,
you were a different kind of project than Angie.”

He laughed aloud.
“You really don't know how much of a truth you've spoken. So, Angie
is a project?” Her choice of words had not gone unnoticed by
him.

“No, again, that’s my
awkward way of saying something, but she's the one needs the
most help and I know that we can afford to do that.”

Cole carefully
considered what she was saying. “Right. I can see that this is
coming from a genuine place in your heart, Mason, so what do you
want to do?”

“I know we only have
a little over a week before we have to be back in New York. Let's
just see where Angie is at the end of this week but, if her care is
something that I can continue to do for her, then I want to bring
her back with us.” She looked at him, expectantly.

Cole smiled gently at
her. He brushed back the hair from her face and leaned in and
kissed her softly. “I knew you had a soft heart. I knew somewhere
in there, among all the deals and gambits, you had a soft, squishy
heart,” he chuckled, his stuffie side coming through.

She giggled. “I do.
Very squishy. Thank you for indulging me.”

He laughed. “Of
course, my darling. Come on, let's get to bed.”

###

As the week went on,
Mason really began to enjoy the very simplistic life that Shaun
lived. She began to understand why he was so predictable. This life
had a schedule and a set of events that had to take place every day
and living it by caring for something else like the animals,
created a very serene and uncomplicated existence. She was enjoying
the benefits of this unhurried lifestyle with Cole, but she sensed
by Thursday that his yearning to be back in a far more exciting and
chaotic lifestyle was really beginning to win him over.

As she bathed Angie
Thursday afternoon, she realized that the dog's skin was looking a
little better every day and some tufts of hair were growing back.
Angie had now developed an endearing habit of placing her head into
Mason's hand when she was being washed and just resting it there.
It occurred to Mason that it was a similar gesture to Cole's when
she gently cupped his cheek and he leaned into her hand. She also
seemed to want to snuggle close to Mason while she was being dried
and she liked sitting in Mason's lap. Mason indulged her lapdog
probably a little too much and she noticed that while she was
becoming very affectionate with her, Angie's demeanor and overall
well-being didn't seem to be improving.

“Are you sure she's
getting better?” She asked Mary as she was holding Angie after her
bath.

“Her skin scrapings
are very good and really, it's just up to her now. Obviously, we'll
continue the medical treatment. She seems very happy to see you
when you come in and I think that's an improvement.”

Mason looked down
into the dog's innocent eyes as she cuddled her in her lap. Angie
seemed perfectly content to fall asleep right there and Mason
decided this was the moment.

“So…Cole and I were
talking, and we'd like to adopt Angie.”

“Aye,” Mary said
cheerfully. “That would be wonderful! Cole is such a lovely person
and extremely sweet. I know Angie would have a great home with the
two of you.”

“The thing of it is,
we live in New York.” Mason started.

“Oh? I thought Cole
was from London.” Mary interjected.

“Yes, um, he is from
London, but he stays in New York quite a bit of the time with
me.”

“Lovely! So, what are
your concerns?” Mary asked.

“We will be returning
to New York at the end of next week so, for the care that Angie
needs, is that something we can do while we have her at home, or do
we need to take her to a vet hospital when we get back to New
York?”

“Oh, this care can be
done at home. It's just bein' done here because nobody wanted to
adopt her.”

Mason's mood quickly
improved. “That is fantastic,” she said with a huge smile. “I'm so
thrilled that we're going to be able to take her home.”

Mary laughed. “The
doctor's going to have to run some tests and make sure that your
new doctor will have all the information. I'll see if he can do
them tomorrow so that you can take her with you when you go back to
London.”

“That would be
absolutely wonderful,” Mason gushed. “Thank you so much, again.”
She looked down at the sleeping, fuzzy dog in her lap. She stroked
her head lightly. “Do you hear that, Angie? You're going to get to
come home with me and Cole…I know, I know but you'll get used to
him. I did,” she whispered, giggling.

Mary laughed. “All
right let's get her back into bed and when you see her tomorrow,
the doctor will go over everything with you.”

By the time Cole and
Shaun returned from the barn, Mason was nearly bursting with her
news.

Cole walked up to her
and hugged her, smiling and giggling. “What is it, darling? What
has made you so happy?”

“Cole, we can take
Angie home with us! Her treatment can all be done at home. The
doctor's going to run some tests first thing in the morning and
when we get here tomorrow afternoon, he will go over everything
with me and we can take her home! Isn't that exciting?” She was
beside herself with joy.

Cole laughed. It
always felt good to him to see her smile and it seemed as though,
this week with the animals and this rather simplistic life, it had
all truly agreed with her in many ways. Now they would embark on
this new adventure together. In some ways, he felt as though
bringing Angie into their life might bond them even further and he
was very grateful for that. “Darling, that couldn't be more
wonderful news and we will spoil her rotten with toys and I'm sure
designer dog clothes, if you can find them.”

“You're damn straight
she's wearing designer clothes, but she's not going out looking
better than I am…just saying.” Mason laughed and he laughed with
her.

“Come on, let's get
in the car,” he chuckled.

At dinner that night,
Mason was as bubbly as Cole had ever seen her. He himself felt like
things were looking up and that they couldn't do anything but get
better. What had begun as such a daunting slog over a month ago,
was now looking like a race they could truly win together. Mason
decided to retire early. She was excited for the next day but
exhausted from the week's work. “I'm so sorry. I'd love to stay up
and talk but honestly, I'm so tired honey.”

“That's alright eh
up,” Belle said. “Tek care o yursen. Thars got umpteen things
tamarra. So excitin! Theur are bringin t' lil dog ‘ome wi'
theur!”

Mason giggled. “It
really is.” She kissed Cole on his forehead. “Good night, baby,”
she said and headed upstairs.

“Ah'm off t' pub,”
Bridger said, looking at Shaun. “It's bin eur long day 'n those
cows weren't given me eur rest.”

“Right, Dad. Ah'm
coming wi’ theur,” Shaun said. “Cole, jont ta nip on wi’ us?”

“No, I don't think I
will. I'm knackered and Mason and I have to drive back
tomorrow.”

Shaun gave him a big
hug. “Ah reight, me cocker. Good on ya, tekin the lil dog. Shi
needs theur.”

“It’s a new adventure
I’m looking forward to,” Cole chuckled as he hugged Shaun.

“Good night,
Bridger,” Cole said, as he stood up and hugged the man. “I'm not
sure what your schedule is tomorrow but if I don't see you before
Mason and I leave, thank you very much for your hospitality.”

“Thas welcome
anytime. gran' night”

Cole sat back down at
the table with Belle, as the two men headed out.

“Sa wha' does thee
think?” Belle asked.

“What do I think
about what?” Cole asked her, smiling knowingly.

Aw, come on. Tha kin
shi's t' 'un. When does thee think tha'il gerr wed?”

“If I'm being
honest,” he said, “and I don't mean to break your heart my dear,
but it will be as soon as I can possibly get her to say yes.”

Belle squealed a
little.

Cole put his finger
to his lips. “Don't give away the surprise,” he chuckled. He stood
up and kissed Bell on the forehead. “I'm going up to bed, luv, but
I want to thank you for everything you've done.”

She stood up to face
him. “Wha' does thee mean?”

“I know that you
coached Shaun through cooking for me when I first got back, and I
know that you and he talked a lot about Mason.” He paused, taking
in her consistent caring expression. “I also know that you
encouraged him to talk to her. I was so foolish that I couldn't
speak to her myself and I'm very thankful that Shaun took the
initiative and helped us get back around each other again.” He
smiled, gently. “And I know that you were probably behind it.” He
winked at her.

“Ah might ha’ been,”
she giggled. She looked into his eyes, lovingly. “Ah trust Shaun
when 'e said 'e knew theur belong together. Skint 'is 'eart ta
sithee wi’out ‘er. O' course ah 'ad ta 'elp”

Cole looked deep into
her eyes. He cupped her face gently with his hands. “Thank you,
Mum.”

She giggled. “Go on
up nae. Get yursen um rest. Tomorrow’s eur gurt day.”

###

Mason could barely
contain her excitement as she packed her things and Cole was
putting her suitcases in the car.

She hugged Belle in
the kitchen.

“It was lovely to be
here. Thank you so much for having us,” Mason said with her huge
warm smile.

“It wor lush ta av
theur, lass. We mun stay i' touch when theur get back ta New York
'n theur tell me ‘ow Angie's doin’, reight?”

Mason giggled.
“Absolutely. I can't wait to send you the first pictures of her
with her full coat.”

Cole walked in from
the car. “Darling, are you sure you have everything?”

“Yes. I've checked
the drawers, closets. I'm sure we remembered everything.”

“Right then.” He
turned to Belle. “Thank you again for having us in your beautiful
home. We have truly enjoyed the time here,” he said, grateful for
her loving, steady heart.

Belle gave him a huge
hug. “Skeg afta yursen and ‘er too,” she whispered in his ear.

He pulled back and
looked at her eyes. “I will Mum and thank you.” He lovingly kissed
her forehead.

As they drove to the
veterinary office, Mason was gleefully assembling an online order
for beds, blankets, toys, and food bowls.

“Mason, do we really
need an automatic watering bowl?”

She cocked one
eyebrow at him. “How dare you? How dare you question the way in
which I take care of this dog. The pawdacity,” she giggled.

He laughed. “All
right. I'll take care of you, and you take care of Angie but of
course, I'll help.”

When they walked into
the office Mason looked for Mary right away. She finally saw her
coming from back where Angie's room was and began to walk down the
hall toward her, smiling.

“Hey, we're here to
pick up Angie and take her to her new forever home,” she said
excitedly.

Mary looked at Cole
first and Cole knew. From his many years of experience there, he
knew something had gone terribly wrong. He knew the look that the
nurses and doctors got on their faces when things were bad, and
he'd held and hugged more than one pet owner as they received the
news. He quickly walked up behind Mason and put his arm around
her.

“Darling, why don't
we have a seat over here, hm?” He motioned for her to sit in the
examination room across the hall from where they were standing. He
sat next to her on a waiting bench and put his arm around her.

Mary and Doctor Mort
came in and Mary closed the door behind her.

Mason had a bad
feeling, but she was not willing to accept or process it, so she
waded in carefully. “Is there something wrong that we won't be able
to take Angie home with us today?”

Mary took a deep
shuddering breath and spoke. “Mason, I'm deeply sorry. Angie was
much sicker than we knew. Because of the severity of the mange, we
think her immune system was overwhelmed. In a dog this young, her
immune system should have been becoming stronger…” She stopped,
realising that they probably didn’t need a deep clinical
explanation. She swallowed hard and looked into Mason’s eyes. “When
we came into feed her this morning, we realized she had passed away
sometime during the night.”

Mason sat, looking at
Mary, trying to process but she was sitting so still, Cole wasn't
completely sure that she was even breathing. She wasn't saying
anything. This was not the typical reaction that he expected based
on his experiences. He wasn't sure what to do so he simply sat
still with his arm around her and waited.

Mason wasn't sure how
to react. She looked down at her hands for a moment, trying to sort
herself. She felt like crying was overreacting because, really,
I hadn't that much time with her…but still she couldn't stop
the few tears that fell onto her cheek. For a moment, all she could
see in her mind was this lovely, fragile, vulnerable animal that
had trusted her to help, lying in her lap sleeping peacefully…and
now she was gone. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat.
She stuffed everything down so as to not make a scene. She stood
up, looked at Mary, and mustered her best professional demeanor.
“Thank you for everything that you did for her,” she said, forcing
a gentle smile. “It was a privilege for me to be part of trying to
help her recover. Thank you for giving me the opportunity.”

“Oh, Mason,” Mary
said, giving her a hug. She stepped back taking Mason's hands in
hers. “I'm tremendously sorry. Sometimes no matter what we do, even
when a dog looks like it's recovering from an illness, for whatever
reason they don't make it…but you seemed to make her happy so if
you take any comfort away from this, you brought some joy to her
last days.”

Mason held back her
tears as best she could. Then she took a deep breath and turned to
Cole who offered her some tissues to wipe her eyes and a gentle
hug. She looked at Doctor Mort. “I'd like to take care of the bill
for Angie's burial.”

“Oh, that won't be
necessary luv,” he said. “Both you and Cole ‘ave certainly ‘elped
us with enough work….”

Mason cut him off.
“That was our pleasure and I'm afraid I must insist. Angie was my
dog…please. It's the last thing I can do for her.” Her voice was
slightly trembling.

Mort looked at Cole.
Cole knew he himself was not an empath but at this moment he swore
he could feel Mason's sadness in his own soul, and he understood
everything about what she was doing. He nodded at Mort and the
doctor replied, “Right. I'll get the bill myself and you can take
care of it out at the desk.”

“Thank you very
much,” Mason said before she went to the front and got the bill.
She was trying like hell to maintain composure as she signed the
credit card receipt. She gently smiled at Mary again. “Thank you
again for everything you did for her,” she said.

“Yes, thank you,
Mary,” Cole said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

“It was my pleasure,
Cole.”

“Of course.” He took
Mason's arm and led her back out to the car.

They drove in silence
for nearly 2 hours. The lush, green, open fields were beginning to
give way to the small coastal towns of Ipswich then Colchester. It
would be another hour before they reached London. As he drove, Cole
was deep in thought, trying to figure out how she managed to stay
so well composed while they were at the vet and more importantly,
why.

Finally, Mason
reached over and took his hand and began to cry openly.

“Go ahead and let it
out, sweetheart,” he said quietly as he squeezed her hand
reassuringly.

“Is this what it's
like?” She asked as she pulled a tissue from her purse.

“What do you mean
what it's like?”

“Please don't judge
me,” she sobbed.

“Never. Talk to me,
my love.”

“When I lost my
mother, it didn't hurt like this…and I guess I wonder, am I just a
terrible person that losing an animal that I knew for five days is
affecting me worse than losing my own mother?” She sniffled and
tried to stop crying.

“Is that why you
stayed so together at the vet? Because you thought it shouldn’t
hurt?” He asked, incredulous.

“That and I didn’t
want to embarrass you either.” She was still sniffling.

“Jesus Christ,
Mason,” he said, running his hand through his hair.

“I know you go there
a lot…I didn’t want them to think you had some crazy
girlfriend…”

“Oh my God, it gets
worse,” he sighed.

“What did I do?”

“Mason, first of all,
you acting like a human being would never embarrass me. Laughing,
crying, cheering, none of that would embarrass me.”

“I guess I just
didn’t feel like I should…”

“What would embarrass
me is if people thought I won’t allow you be you,” he said. “We are
beautifully engineered to be emotional. I cry and laugh in front of
you, pretty freely, because I want you to know what I’m feeling. I
want to share all of me with you.”

“It hasn’t always
been that way,” she said somewhat defensively.

He sighed. “You’re
right. It hasn’t but then you came into my life, and you loved
me…and just like that, I swear, I became human again. I can tell
you my deepest emotions and you don’t judge me for being cringe or
sappy. Do you know how amazing it is for me to have that in
you?”

Mason wiped her eyes.
“Honey, that’s sweet, kind of you to say and I do love you, with
everything I have in me.”

He looked at her,
forlorn and sad. “To your other point, Mason, sometimes things hurt
worse than we expect or think they should because we attach
ourselves to things very differently. You and I both know that
family isn't always blood. It is the very nature of human beings to
love and become attached, but we don't have any obligation to apply
that attachment according to what anyone else thinks. Do you
understand?”

She thought for a
moment. “No. I don't think so.”

“What I'm saying is
that you're not a terrible person because you attached yourself to
Angie more than your mum. Maybe that’s not what everyone else would
call ‘normal’ but you and I both know we'll never fit that
mold.”

“I get that…Now tell
me, why does it hurt so much?”

“Mason darling, I’m
not sure how to answer that but what I can say is I understand,” he
said gently. “I’ve been there. I've held dogs and cats while they
were being put down because their owners couldn't bear to stay. I
don't judge them for that. Sometimes our own instinct for survival
works against us and, at a time when we feel like we should be
there for somebody, even a pet, we simply can't endure the trauma
that it would cause to watch them die. That's built into us. As
human beings we're hardwired to leave the sick behind so that the
rest of the group will survive. That said, even for animals that I
didn't have an attachment to…I know they depend on us, they trust
us, they're looking to us for help and even as we look into their
trusting eyes, we know that the only help we can give them is to
put them out of their pain permanently. To be honest if I were that
sick in that much pain maybe I would want somebody to do that for
me…”

Mason looked at him
sharply. She hadn’t really thought about the fact that he would one
day leave this life permanently but now, as she considered it and
pondered all the ways that he loved her…”I would never leave your
side, Cole. I think this sounds weird to say but I would stay by
your side till your very last breath. I don't think I would be able
to bear being anywhere else.”

He squeezed her hand.
“And I would do the same for you, my darling. It's a very maudlin
conversation, I know, but I suppose couples have it eventually. I
would want to be the very last person who touched you, the last
person you saw, the last voice you hear, until we meet again
perhaps in another lifetime.”

“Is that how you
cope? Is that your final reckoning of what happens after we
die?”

“I guess it is. It's
not something I cling to religiously, but I don't discount the
possibility and it’s just as plausible as anything else,” he
said.

As they climbed into
bed that night, he pulled her closer to him than he ever had,
deeply appreciating the feel of his body against hers. He was
beginning to understand that, if it ever became necessary, his life
would go on without her, but it was hardly what he would call
living.

 



CHAPTER 21

 


Breakfast was a bit
somber. Cole watched as she pushed her eggs around on the plate but
never took a bite. He took her hand, but she didn’t look up.
“Beloved. Eyes on me,” he said. She looked up and smiled gently.
Her eyes were warm and bright, but she still seemed off.

“I’m sorry for your
broken heart, my love. I’m hurting for you this morning. I’m here
and I’m listening.”

Mason took a deep
breath. “I’m Ok, really. It’s made me think a lot about what’s
truly important. I can either keep mourning or take away only the
happiness and the comfort in knowing that I brought Angie some joy
in her last days…and I think that’s what I’ll do. Just be happy for
the time I have with those I love and not waste so much of it being
in my own head.”

Cole considered her
point of view. “I think I have a lot to learn from you,” he said,
leaning in to kiss her cheek. “I need to run a few errands. Shall
we go?”

“If it’s all the
same, I need to catch up on some work before I get back to New
York,” she said.

Cole stood up and put
his plate in the sink. He came back to her and hugged her head to
his waist. “I love you,” he said, and leaned down to kiss her
head.

“I love you,
too.”

He walked to the door
and grabbed his keys from the hook. “Can I get anything for you
while I’m out?”

“Nah. I’m good,” she
said, walking to him. She put her arms around his neck as he
slipped his arms around her waist. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t very
good company this morning.”

“Sweetheart, I wanted
the trip to Shaun’s to be a good experience for you. I’m sorry it
didn’t really go that way.”

“What do you mean? It
was a great trip. We had one bad thing happen but that doesn’t
color the whole trip for me,” she said, smiling at him
reassuringly. “It was wonderful, and I hope we get to do that a lot
more times.” She giggled.

He smiled and kissed
her forehead. “We will.” He opened the door and turned around as he
walked out. “I rather like that you’ll be here when I get home…that
I have you to come home to.”

“Well, I rather like
that I’m the girl you come home to,” she giggled. He kissed her
lips gently and left.

She sat on the couch,
working on her project management software. She still hadn’t told
him anything about the Brooklyn apartment and building. She wasn’t
sure when the right time to tell him would be, but she was just
going to go with her gut and tell him when she thought she should.
She worked well into the afternoon, and it was nearly five when he
walked in. She was still hunched over her laptop, sitting on the
couch where he’d left her.

“Hello, Darling,” he
said, kissing her head.

“Hey you! Did you get
everything done?”

“Kinda,” he chuckled.
“I’m making some plans for us.”

“Oh?” She stood up
and walked to the kitchen where he was unpacking some groceries.
She put her arms around him from behind and asked, “Making little
sandwiches?”

He turned and
searched her eyes for the memory. “Ahh, yes I do love those,” he
said, wrapping his arms around her, “but no. I told you, I had
plans for that Zimmermann dress and those Gucci heels.”

“Yes, and I can’t
wait to wear them!” Her eyes gleamed when he talked about dressing
up and going out anywhere.

“Tomorrow night. We
have reservations for dinner.” He leaned down and kissed her neck,
just below her ear and whispered, “Tonight. I have a plan for you
and me if you’re feeling up to some play time.”

“Damn,” she said,
giving him a seductive look. “After a celibate week at Shaun’s, I
definitely am.” She glanced at the bedroom. “Right now?”

“Yes,” he said,
kissing her deep and biting her lip. “But not here,” he
whispered.

Her eyes widened. Was
he taking her for a public romp? “Mmmm. Ok, surprise me.”

###

He parked in the back
of a fairly non-descript building. They walked up to a steel door,
and he pulled out his keys. “This is my shop. Well, round the front
it looks much nicer,” he chuckled.

He'd always wanted to
use this dungeon for his own purposes, but he'd never loved or
trusted anyone enough to bring them here. He opened the door and
ushered Mason into the hallway. He locked the door behind them.

“So, this is the
famous kink school?” She giggled but inside she was shivering with
anticipation of what she might see here and what he had planned for
her.

He laughed. “Right
well, this isn't the fun part.” He winked as he unlocked his
office. She walked into a utilitarian workspace, large cherry,
executive desk and chair, PC, printer, matching bookcase behind the
desk with lots of unique looking paddles, floggers, and canes on
it…and exactly zero books. Cole walked over to a filing cabinet and
took out a folder. He stepped behind the desk and opened it. He
signed a few papers inside and closed it. He walked around to the
front of the desk and stood next to a smiling Mason.

“This doesn't look
like much fun either,” she said, flippantly.

He stopped and
leveled a grim look at her. She swallowed hard and her whole body
flushed.

“Doesn't it?” He
growled quietly, a slow smile crossing his face.

Her mouth went dry,
and she saw the dark entity peeking out from behind Cole's eyes.
She gasped as he grabbed her throat. “Did you see the anchors on
the sides of the desk? No? Missed them, did you?” He asked, a
little too calmly. “How about the ropes in the bookcase?”

She tried to look
sideways at the bookshelf, but he tightened his grip on her
neck.

“Look at me!” He
demanded. He watched until her eyes began to fade. He released her
neck and running his hand up behind her head, he grabbed a handful
of her hair and brought her mouth to his, gently but hungrily
kissing her. He pulled back to look into her eyes and see that
she'd recovered. “You should be more aware of your surroundings,
Beloved…but since it's excitement you want, I won't keep you
waiting.” He grabbed her arm a bit roughly and guided her out of
the office, slamming the door behind him.

She wasn't feeling
any better and now she thought she might have pissed him off. “I'm
sorry, Cole. I um…I didn’t mean…”

He stopped and turned
to face her. He saw and clearly sensed her fear. He’d jumped right
into playing but he could see now, he’d misjudged her readiness.
Slow your roll.

He reached out and
traced one finger down her cheek. “Oh, my sweet baby girl. Daddy
didn't mean to frighten you,” he said, waiting to see if she would
call the hard boundary on “Daddy”.

This was different
and she didn't really care for “Daddy”, but she let it go for
now.

He slipped one arm
around her waist and pulled her to him. He ran his hand up the back
of her neck and lightly grabbed her hair. He nuzzled her neck and
planted a kiss at the base of her throat. When he heard a deep moan
catch in her breath, he spoke. “Darling,” he growled, “I have
wanted to show you this, nearly since the day we met. The hundred
nights I dreamed of bringing you here, binding you, teasing you,
hoping you might just decide to fuck with me, turning your
beautiful skin red with the multitude of instruments at my
disposal…”

“Oh Fuck,” she
moaned. His breath on her neck nearly brought her off alone.

“Mmmm, my love, you
sound like you're ready for that, yes?”

“Yes,” she choked out
the word.

He pulled back and
looked into her beautiful azure eyes, the eyes in which he’d found
his comfort and seen her love for him every day, now completely
open to his suggestion and he nearly dropped to his knees. Fucking
her was too easy. Tonight, he would tease her to her very limit.
“Mercy is our safe word, do you understand?”

“I do,” she said
softly.

Fuck. Every
fucking time. He shook his head to clear it. “Signals are three
fingers, I'm good. Two fingers, check on me. One finger, safe word.
Ok?”

“Ok,” she said. She
was still slightly frightened but her desire for his utter control
of her in this place, the anticipation of the roller coaster of
pleasure and pain was overriding any caution she may have
entertained. “Cole, I…”

He stepped back.
“What is it, darling?”

“How many…”

“How many women have
I brought here?”

She couldn't repeat
the question or even nod in agreement. She felt like she'd pushed
too far by even thinking about it.

Cole smiled and
gently brushed back her hair. While he'd never wanted to be a Daddy
Dom before, the innocence he sometimes saw in her eyes made him
desperately want to play the role, only for her. “It's ok, my
love,” he leaned in and kissed her forehead. Would she ever trust
him fully and rely on him completely the way he craved? The desire
to fulfill her every need was strong in him, but he had to have her
trust and her loyalty before he could truly be her guardian. He
gave her a comforting smile. “We don't have to rush tonight. Let me
show you round.”

He hadn't answered
the question, but she let it go. She didn't want to join a crowd,
but she also believed Cole when he said he'd only had one serious
relationship. But still…did he…

He stopped at the
door to the dungeon. It was a heavy, wooden door with no windows,
and it looked like something from an ancient castle. It was painted
black with a large brass handle. She stared at the foreboding
entrance. If they were going for Middle Ages, they got it
right. He turned the large key in the lock, and she heard the
bolt seat itself inside the door. He didn't pull the handle to open
it right away though. She shivered with both fear and anticipation
of what might lie behind it and the potential for this evening. As
she looked from the handle to his eyes, he smiled a bit lewdly.

“Christ, I love you,
Mason,” he chuckled. He leaned back against the door. “Your eyes
give away absolutely everything now,” he said gently.

“I don’t have to be
so guarded around you anymore, I guess,” She giggled and took a few
steps towards him until her body was gently pressed against his. He
slipped the keys into his pocket and put his arms around her waist
as she slipped her arms around his neck. She looked into his eyes
and smiled. “Do I have your attention?” She asked.

“Yes. Yes, you do,”
he said softly.

“I love you, Cole. I
love you deeply and without any conditions,” she said quietly.

“But you doubt me,”
he said. “I’m sure you love me, but I need you to truly trust me,”
he said, kissing her lips gently. She returned his kiss with some
eagerness.

“I do trust you. I
know you wouldn’t betray me or be unfaithful…”

“Not what I’m talking
about, my love,” he interrupted.

“What do you mean?”
She asked.

He looked up,
thinking for a moment. “Would you trust me with your life?” He
looked back down into her eyes, seeing her uncertainty. “If we were
in a situation where your life was in danger. Would you do
everything I told you to do without question, trusting that I have
a plan to save you and can execute it with your utter complicity?
Would you do that for me?”

She didn’t answer.
She wasn’t used to not depending on her own talents and experience.
But life or death? “Cole, you know I would give
anything…”

“Anything? Give…what,
in that situation? Tell me specifically.”

She looked at him,
her mind struggling for something to say but she came up empty.

“Because I can tell
you, I would give up my job, my home for you. I would literally
give over my life for yours without hesitation if it meant that you
go on. That's how much I value your presence in my world, this
world. As a true guardian, it’s my job to make sure that you
continue. Do you understand?”

Mason got quiet for a
moment. “I have to be honest,” she began, softly. “I've never
considered that I was worth all of that to you...to anyone.” She
swallowed hard. “I've never considered that I'd give that much for
you either.”

He winced. “I'm not
surprised, darling. Until you're put in a situation where you have
to decide to make that sacrifice, should the need arise, it's easy
to say but when you give it some thought, it's hard to commit
to.”

“You've had to make
that choice, life or death?” She asked, somewhat facetiously.

“I had to. Yes, but
in the end, I was able to find a more…creative and beneficial
solution,” he said evenly, fixing her with a look that clearly let
her know he wasn't going to elaborate further.

She paused for a
moment to process everything he’d said. “Cole, I’m completely
overwhelmed with…I don’t know…gratitude and love.” She looked
carefully into his eyes trying to read him but all she could see
was a pleading. “I’m not sure what you want from me…”

“Utter reliance. I
want you to completely depend on me for everything you need.”

“What are you talking
about, like quitting my job?” She asked.

Cole sighed. He knew
what he was saying wasn’t landing. For as articulate as he was most
of the time, every now and then he simply couldn’t figure out how
to get his point across. “Ok, let’s imagine that.” He spread his
legs and put his arms firmly around her waist as she stood,
straddling him. Let's imagine that for some reason, you could no
longer work. You couldn’t just do the things for yourself that you
do now without much thought. Could you trust me to do them as much
as you trust yourself, without worrying, knowing that I have
everything in hand?”

Mason thought for a
moment. She always thought she trusted him for a lot of things but
here, in this one question, she realised…

“No. No, I didn’t
think you could,” he said softly, running finger down her cheek.
“So, I guess this is a…teachable moment.”

“What do you
mean?”

He kissed her hard,
bringing his hands up and around her full breasts as she pushed her
hands under his jacket across his chest. She felt his nipples
hardening and teased them with the tips of her nails. He moaned
into her mouth and pulled back. He was getting harder than he
wanted to at this point and he needed to come down a little. “Fuck,
Mason, the way you touch me, I think you could bring me off fully
clothed. Jesus,” he sighed.

She giggled. “Ok,
so…teachable moment. What am I going to learn tonight?” She was
starting to feel nervous again but then it suddenly clicked.

He smiled. “I’m going
to show you around my dungeon tonight and then you are going to
place this beautiful body of yours into my hands. You’re going to
trust me with your life by the time we’re done.” He placed his hand
on her cheek and looked into her eyes. “Can you imagine my love,
how powerful you will feel, knowing that, not only can you always
trust your own strength, but that I will also be the strength for
you at any time?” She took a moment to let the shred of empowerment
she felt from his words sink in. It was an incredibly liberating
moment in her spirit. “I…think I can. I’ve never had anyone who did
that for me before…”

He placed a finger
over her lips. “And now you do.” He kissed her softly then turned
and opened the door, placing his hand on her back as she walked
through.

The lighting was
dimmed but it wasn’t long before she could see everything. She
heard the heavy door shut behind her. She turned and saw Cole
leaning up against it, smiling at her. Her heart thudded hard, and
she had to take a deep breath to calm it as she watched him reach
up and bolt the lock. He pushed off the door and slowly walked to
her and pointed to a rear door with a bright orange exit sign.
“There’s an emergency exit back there. So, what do you think, my
dear?”

She looked into his
eyes. He was anxiously waiting for her approval. She began to take
in the room. The lighting was warm, golden with splashes of blues,
pinks and purples which created a deeply relaxing atmosphere and
given the activities that take place in this room, it was welcome.
There was a loop of sensual jazz music running in the background,
adding to the romantic mood. It was indeed industrial with pipes
running across the ceiling and exposed brick on the outer wall. The
rest of the walls were solid dark grey, with only the lighting to
add color which lent a sophisticated air to the room, despite the
base debauchery for which it was built. She faced the door through
which they’d entered. To the right of the door, she saw a few
wooden handled canes in a black metal umbrella stand. Continuing to
the right, there was a large bookshelf with numerous electric toys.
She walked over to it as Cole stood back, watching her. The shelves
contained several vibrators of varying sizes and shapes. Some of
them were remote controlled. There were wands as well and a variety
of vibrating rings and plugs. She looked back at Cole.

“Thoughts?” He
asked.

She giggled. “I’m
very impressed. A little something here for everyone.” He laughed
as he walked over to her. She continued around the room. There was
a stage of sorts next to her that ran the remaining length of the
room. Above it hung several ceiling mounted suspension racks and
there were two swings on the end. “Sweet fuck,” she breathed
softly. He half smiled at her expletive.

Across the back of
the room sat three steel cages and she tried not to envision a free
use session, locked up inside one of them, dripping with sweat and
covered in…but the visual wasn’t exactly fleeting. She licked her
lips and continued looking around. In front of the cages was an
open area that contained several benches and a bondage horse. As if
her heart wasn’t pounding enough, her body flushed with heat,
imagining how satisfying it would feel to have his strong hands on
her, securing her to this…

“You like that one.”
He interrupted her lascivious thoughts. His voice was low and
seductive, and her body was responding in kind. Her back arched
slightly as she nodded. She could feel her thong getting wet, but
she didn’t care. His presence, especially his voice, did this to
her and probably would forever be one of the things she loved most
about him.

She looked to her
right once more and there was a narrow counter height table with a
few drawers which held several candles on an elevated candle bar.
She smelled one of the candles, imagining him dripping the hot,
lilac scented wax down onto her skin and she felt deep chills race
down her body. On the wall above the table and to the right of it
were multiple hooks, upon which hung, floggers and paddles of
varying lengths and materials, gags, crops, and…a dragon’s tail.
She took it down from the wall and shivered as she held it. Feeling
along its leather braid, her breath caught, thinking about how, in
his skilled hands, it might leave the most exquisite beauty marks
on her skin.

“So noted,” he said.
He’d been watching her, registering mentally everything she'd
admired, every pause, every consideration. He watched as her gaze
lingered longer on certain things and the smallest gasps and sighs,
she made.

She looked over at
him and smiled, looking away, back at the wall.

“Don’t get shy now,
darling,” he said, grinning. He walked over to her. He’d resisted
with all his strength crowding her but now his body hungered for
her closeness. He walked behind her, pulling her hair gently back,
he began to weave it into a tight French braid.

She quivered and
leaned back into him, just slightly. She knew what he was doing.
She knew he was preparing her for the activity ahead and, one, he
didn’t want her hair in the way and two, he wanted a rein.

Further to her right
was a fair amount of wall space, dedicated to various shibari
ropes. Beyond that, there was a door in the wall with no signage.
“What’s in there?” She asked.

Cole retrieved his
keys and unlocked the door. He opened it and ushered her inside.
There was a beautifully appointed bedroom. It had the same lighter
grey walls with maroon accent lights and a large, soft, king-sized
bed, adorned by maroon satin sheets and comforter. The room was a
bit warm with relaxing music playing softly. Beside the bed, was a
small dresser and a refrigerator stood next to it. Mason walked to
the refrigerator and opened it. It was stocked well with water and
juice. This wasn’t just an education room as he’d said before. It
was a fully functioning playroom and now she really did wonder how
many women he may have had here. She opened the door next to the
fridge and discovered a nicely fashioned bathroom. Teal and white,
like her bathroom in the Brooklyn penthouse. She turned around and
was face to face with Cole. She gasped then giggled. “Babe. Sorry.
You scared me,”

“Never my intention,”
he giggled. He looked into her eyes and leaned in to kiss her
shimmering lips.

She kissed him with a
new fervor but before she submitted to his demands here, she was
going to have to know. “Cole, seriously,” she said.

He stepped back from
her. “Go on, darling.” He took her hand and led her to the bed.
“Sit, my love.” She sat facing him and he kissed her forehead.
“What is it?”

“Cole, this isn’t
just an educational dungeon. This is a full-on playroom.”

“It is,” he said
plainly, “and a lot of people have played here.”

“How many?”

“Probably hundreds.”
He knew what she was asking but he couldn’t resist trolling her for
a second.

She felt defeated.
Her gaze dropped to the floor. Why had it taken this long just
to find out…

“But not with me.” He
said, lifting her chin to meet his gaze.

She let out a sigh of
relief. “I thought…I just assumed…”

“I understand. I
always say I want open honest communication but sometimes it’s the
clarity I lack,” he said. “Mason, the few people I have working for
me have held…events…here. They’ve played here with their own
partners but no one except me has used this bedroom. I have slept
here sometimes to give Shaun some space, get out of my own head or
just get a change of venue but I’ve had no other women here and
I’ve played with no one in this dungeon.”

“What about
Lessie?”

“This was after
Lessie, remember? Lessie and I had a bit of a kit at home, but I
didn’t get into creating this space until after she left.”

Mason was slightly
bothered that she hadn’t remembered this one thing about the man
she supposedly loved. “I’m sorry, Cole, I guess…I didn’t remember
that correctly…”

“Hey,” Cole said
gently, “it’s fine. You don’t have to be perfect. You’re close
enough to it for me.”

She giggled. “Ok, Oak
Ridge Boys.”

“Alabama,” he said,
and she laughed.

She reached out and
grabbed his jacket, pulling him to her. She kissed him hard, and he
moaned softly. “What’s first, Sir?” She asked, pulling away from
him.

“Fuck me,” he said.
“Already starting, are we?”

She nodded,
giggling.

“Right. First a
shower.”

He showered with her,
massaging her back and helping her relax, a starter to the events
that lay ahead of them in the hours of this evening. Afterward, he
made sure her skin was properly moisturized with shea butter. It
would protect her against any permanent marks from restraints and
ropes. He loved the very earthy smell of it and this formula was
his own with just a touch of lilac oil. He helped her get dressed
in an outfit he’d chosen for this event, a black leather thong and
a heavier leather harness that framed her breasts nicely. He wore
his black briefs and a collar. He slightly hoped she might try and
switch on him. He might even welcome a bit of topping from the
bottom. From her, he’d allow it.

“Come here, darling,”
he bid her. She was adjusting her harness and thong. She stood in
front of him, and he remembered how the first night she’d stood
before him, she was so nervous. Now, here she was, in her beautiful
glory, wide open to him. He felt a weakness in his spirit just
thinking about how lovely it was that her confidence was winding
up. He would always be happy for her peace and hoped to be the one
providing it. He looked at the harness and decided he didn’t like
it. “Darling, turn around. I want that harness gone. I want to have
as much contact with your gorgeous skin as possible.”

She happily turned
her back to him and pulled her braid to the front of her shoulder.
“Thank you. I wasn’t crazy about it,” she said to him.

He removed the
harness and put it on top of the dresser. He turned her around to
face her. She looked up into his eyes and to her surprise, they had
gone rather dark. “Mason,” he said sharply, gripping her shoulders,
“you must promise me that you’ll tell me when you’re not happy with
something. Those are boundaries, darling. You know that.”

“Right. I should have
said something. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She looked into his
eyes, but she only saw his concern for her.

He kissed her
forehead. “I love you, darling,” he said, pulling her into a hug.
“I never want to hurt you.” He went to the dresser and pulled out a
new collar, orange and black. “Mason, I want you to wear this. I
got the pink one for you but this one is for me.” He fastened it
around her neck. “Comfortable?” He looked into her eyes, and they
were shining wet with tears. “What’s wrong, my love?”

“Are you sure about
this? No one’s ever wanted me like you do and sometimes,” she
sniffled. “It’s a little overwhelming so please, please be
sure.”

He kissed her gently.
“I’m very sure, Mason. I can’t promise this night will be
everything you might be anticipating. I’m going to do my best, but
I can promise you one thing. You’re mine. You’re my woman and you
belong to only me.” He got very close to her and caught her gaze.
She watched as his lips thinned and an intensity came from him that
she’d not seen before. His eyes went dark, and he spoke to her very
firmly. “I don’t share, Mason. Do you understand?”

She nodded slowly.
“Yes, Cole. I understand.”

The very thought of
anyone else’s hands on her was fucking with his head. He closed his
eyes and shook his head to clear it. “Very good. Come, sit with
me.” He sat on the edge of the bed, and she sat facing him. “I’m
definitely thinking of restraining you in several ways. You must
promise to let me know if I’m hurting your back, Ok?”

“I will. I want to
try some things I never did before,” she said eagerly.

He giggled at her
innocent look. “What might that be?”

“I’d like to try the
candles and shibari. Do you remember? You said you were a good
rigger and if I was good, I might get to find out.”

He reached back into
his mind and recalled it as one of the first out of pocket things
that he’d ever said to her. He smiled at the memory. “I do
remember. Ok, the shibari will be nice to start but I must ask you,
may I take pictures of you once I’m done tying?”

Her whole body
flushed and shivered. “I’m a little nervous about that. Why?”

“Because later I want
to show you the perfectly irresistible beauty that I see when we
play together.”

She took a sharp
breath. “No one's ever described me…quite like that.”

“And now I
have…because you are, and I am absolutely content to solely own
that vision of you.”

She smiled and
blushed hard. His words deeply touched a vulnerable place in her
spirit where he'd consistently broken down her defenses since the
night they met. Maybe working his way inside her heart, making it
safe for her to feel love for him like this was always his
objective but, in the end, it ultimately served to make her want to
wholly submit to him without hesitation. “I've never let anyone
take pictures of me like that but for you, I'll say yes.”

“Thank you darling.”
He kissed her cheek, then under her ear. “Shall we get started?” He
murmured.

“Please, but, um…no
wands or vibrators though.”

“I promise you,
Darling,” he whispered against her neck. “I can edge you without
that.” She gasped and he covered her mouth with his in a lingering
kiss. He stood up and smiled, extending his hand. “Let’s go.”

He ushered her back
into the dungeon and even as her eyes readjusted to the dim
lighting, she felt the familiar trickle down the inside of her
thigh. She was desperately looking forward to everything he had in
his mind to do with her. She looked to her left and she saw
something she had missed before. A heavy, wooden, saltire cross was
mounted to the wall next to the door through which they'd entered
the room. It had heavy iron shackles on its points, and she
unconsciously rubbed her wrist, imagining him locking her in them.
Her breath caught and he noticed just as he was closing the bedroom
door. He walked up behind her and slipped his arms around her
waist, leaning in to whisper in her ear. “Fuck, yes we will.”

She gasped and
turned, looking into his eyes. The entity was there, just at the
edge of the green of his quickly darkening eyes. She'd hoped it
might come out to play.

“Come here my love,”
Cole motioned her to stand next to the wall of ropes. She stood
beside him as he pulled several flat, silk ties.

He smiled at her
gently. “Beloved, this is a very personal act for me. I want to
take great care with you. I want to take my time and make the
patterns the most exquisite you’ve ever seen.”

She stared into his
eyes as he spoke. She adored the way he drew her into him. She
smiled shyly. “That’s very sweet, honey…I thought you would use
these,” she said, gesturing to the bondage ropes on the wall.

He frowned. “I don’t
really fancy those tied against your delicate skin,” he said,
running his hand over her bare shoulder. She shivered under his
touch. “Are you cold, love?” He asked.

She giggled. “No.
Just your touch,” she said softly, looking up at him under her
lashes.

This look always
fucked with his head, and he was sorely tempted to just take her
into the bedroom and wholly consume her body and blessings for
hours. He kissed her forehead and turned back to sorting the silk.
How had it gone so quickly from her loving me to not trusting
me? Has she ever fully trusted me? He hated that his brain
would pick the worst times to try and sort things. He shook it off
and tried to return to the task at hand. “Mason, were you wanting
to be suspended or summat?”

“No. Not at all,” she
replied. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, in that case
we might want a harness and different ropes…”

“No,” she said,
reaching out and running one of the silk ties through her hand. “I
want to see what you do with these. I think they’ll feel wonderful
on me.”

He breathed deep and
tried to stay calm. Her wide-eyed wonder was turning him up. He’d
never considered that one day this powerful, successful,
independent woman would be his willing pupil and the ardent feeling
of this evolving dynamic was terribly arousing. “Right, sweetheart.
Come here. Stand with your legs together.” She turned and faced
him. “You’re going to be standing for a while. Are you Ok?” He
asked.

“Yes,” she half
whispered. “I’ll be fine.” It suddenly occurred to her that his
hands would be moving over her in ways that they never had and her
body fully blushed.

“I’m going to start.
I’d like for you to take a deep breath and quiet your thoughts. Try
to clear your mind or contemplate relaxing things as I work. Above
all, I would ask that you remain quiet. Do you understand?”

“Yes Sir,” she said,
without expression.

“Beloved, let’s
begin.” He watched as she breathed deep and closed her eyes. He
waited until her shoulders completely relaxed. Starting just above
her ankles, he began to craft a single column hishi leg tie, but he
added his own flair. Because the ties were flat, he was able to
weave a modified Eldredge knot pattern through the center diamonds.
As his hands moved over her bare legs, he savoured every moment
being close to her here. The room was warm, and he had turned on a
loop of ethereal music that created a calming atmosphere and most
importantly, removed any sense of urgency. He softly caressed her
skin at every opportunity, somewhat challenging himself to maintain
skin to skin contact as much as he possibly could, and with every
brush of his fingertips, she made the faintest of gasps, sighs, and
whispers which deeply pleased him. He was extremely distracted as
he began to build the hip harness. Working around her curvaceous,
wide, soft hips felt like a sacred act being carried out in a
hallowed place. He was always enormously grateful to her for
granting him access like this and tonight, her willingness would be
rewarded well. He would see to it.

As he completed the
hip harness, he moved his fingers back down over her legs,
straightening and flattening every tie. He brought a singular tie
from the center of her hip and leg tie, up between her breasts and
draped it over her shoulder. He began to carefully tie a waist
harness and cleopatra collar around this singular strand. His
fingers moved easily over her as he expertly wove and flattened
each tie down to her skin.

When he started
working, she tried to think of anything, anything but the way his
adept fingertips brought small, uncontrollable gasps and moans from
her. She felt every touch and caress deep in her spirit. As she
continued listening to the gentle music, she eventually sank into a
deep meditative state to the point where it became difficult to
distinguish the soft pressure from his hands from the silk surface
of the ties. She finally gave into a sensuous, deeply erotic,
floating feeling as he continued to weave this intricate adornment
aver her body.

The way she felt in
this part of her body, the overall softness of her, the heaviness
of her breasts, the warmth of her ample waist both comforted and
aroused him. He hadn’t been with many women but the few he’d been
this close to were very slim. He didn’t have a preference of body
type when it came to women. He gravitated toward personality traits
and perhaps a beautiful face. Mason’s body, however, had become
completely irresistible to him. From the first time he noticed the
wide curve of her hips, her generous figure had attracted him
intensely and when they separated, he dearly missed the warmth and
suppleness of her. He knew from this moment, experiencing her in
this quite exhaustive, physical and emotional way, that he would
never let her go again. He stood back to admire his work and he
took a sharp breath.

Every brush of his
fingertips on her skin as he bound her felt like a point of grace
and she did not take for granted his eagerness to touch her gently,
kindly, not just sexually or with an agenda. Despite how beautiful
and kind and whatever he thought she was, nearly every man she’d
ever bothered with wanted access to sex with her. No one before him
had ever taken the time to touch her just because…just because it
made him happy, just because it comforted him, or just because it
might soothe her in some way. She realised in this contemplative
moment that the intimate things he did, he did deliberately and
because he truly wanted to, not purely for selfish reasons and the
awareness of it moved her deeper into love with him. When she heard
his gasp, she reluctantly opened her eyes. “What is it, honey?” She
asked softly.

He opened his mouth
to say something, but he didn’t have the words right away. He took
a breath and spoke quite reverently. “My God, Mason. I have…in the
past…I knew that I could do good work, both for suspension and for
artistic effect. Maybe this sounds a bit egotistical but I’m the
best rigger here and I’ve rarely, if ever, seen better rope work
than my own.”

She admired his
confidence and if she was honest with herself, his assertion was
turning her on.

“But I’ve just
realised, standing here, looking at the same knots I’ve done
before, this is more stunning than it’s ever looked.” He still had
a very astonished look about him.

“I’m sure it’s
amazing, honey,” she said sweetly.

“How does it feel?”
He asked.

“It feels,” she
paused, trying to focus on exactly what she was experiencing. She
looked back into his warm hazel green eyes. “Safe. It feels very
safe.”

He moved closer to
her, kissing her lips gently. “Safe is very much what you are right
now,” he said. He leaned in and brought his lips to just below her
ear, planting a small kiss on her neck. “I want to bind your arms.
Will you allow me?” He beseeched her softly.

Her arousal spiked
when she felt his breath on her neck. “Touch me once more, please,”
she pleaded. “I need your hands on me.”

“Not now. What is
your answer? Yes, or no?”

“Yes,” she barely
whispered, her breathing picking up.

He placed his hand on
her chest and the other one on her back, applying pressure slowly
until her breathing returned to normal. “Easy, my love,” he said
softly.

“Not helping,” she
said, taking a slow deep breath.

He stepped behind her
pulling her arms back into a V shape and brought the tie that he’d
placed over her shoulder down to her wrists. “How does that feel,
darling? Is your back Ok?”

“It is. This feels
helpless…in a very erotic way, though…Sorry, I’m not sure how to
say it.”

“Mmm, that sounds
right,” he said as he deftly began to weave a modified dragonfly
harness across her arms, incorporating her braid into the center
knots. “It should. Because once I’ve bound you, I could do what I
want with your beautiful body, and you,” he leaned in and whispered
against her neck, “wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

She closed her eyes,
sinking deep into the deliciously deep timbre of his voice. She
paused for quite some time to consider how incredibly salacious
that would feel and how easily she would say yes if he asked her to
give him permission. She stayed quiet as she felt him carefully
working his way down her forearms. “Will you?” She finally asked,
quietly.

He wasn't sure
exactly what she was asking as he concentrated on tying out her
wrists but stepping back to admire his complete work, he suddenly
understood.

He walked around her
bound figure, and he was steadily finding it increasingly difficult
to hide his arousal. He wasn’t willing to anyway. He smiled. “Let’s
get some pictures, shall we?”

She giggled. “Ok,
honey.”

She hadn’t realised
he was quite so adept with a camera, but he seemed to really know
what he was doing, posing her, trying different angles, and
eventually filming an entire three hundred sixty degree shot of
her.

He returned the
camera to the tripod in front of her and turned back to once again
appreciate the work he’d done for a long, quiet moment. The silken
red ties binding her in diagonal patterns across her smooth tan
skin wove a glorious tapestry of flesh and fantasy for his eyes.
The vision of her helplessly bound, yet powerful in her submission
drove his excitement higher and harder than ever before.

“It’s you,” he said,
finally.

“What is?”

“The reason this
looks so incredible to me is because it’s you. Your body makes this
art absolutely breathtaking,” he said, slowly walking to her and
planting a kiss on her forehead, allowing his lips to linger as
they had that weekend in her Brooklyn penthouse nearly a year ago.
He closed his eyes and let his mind run back that wonderfully
special time. That was an amazing space. He shook his head
to clear it.

He cupped her face in
his hands.

“Eyes on me,
Beloved,” he said firmly.

She looked up from
under her lashes but didn’t say anything.

“No. No, I will not,”
he said softly.

Not what? It
had been a minute and he’d redirected her such that she’d forgotten
the question she’d asked. Will you…“Why not?”

“Because it’s too
easy,” a fervent, passionate look came into his eyes. “I want to
take you, yes but tonight, I want you to beg me. Beg me for the
slightest touch. Beg me for the pleasure. Beg me for your ultimate
release.” His voice was becoming more intense, and he was nearly
growling. “I want you to desperately yearn for me in the darkest
part of your soul and then maybe you’ll understand how I crave you,
your mere presence, in my space, in my life every single fucking
day.” He stopped suddenly and took a breath. He felt a subtle anger
rising and he didn’t want to feel that right now. Still, he wanted
her to understand the depths to which he meant every word.

Her eyes were filled
with tears and when she blinked, they cascaded across her cheeks.
She tried to hold back but here, in this very vulnerable position,
she felt his words ripping out her guilt and shame, finally
offering her a path to redemption. A quiet relief began to engulf
her spirit and she was thankful for his kindness and grace. “Thank
you, Sir,” she whimpered.

He took a deep
breath. “Not necessary, Beloved,” he said, calmly giving her a
gentle smile. “Are you ready for what’s next?”

“Yes,” she said, “but
I guess it’s going to take a while to unravel all this.”

He started the camera
filming and he winked at her, grinning as he turned back. “It will
only take a few seconds,” he said.

“What do you mean?
You’ve spent more than an hour doing this.”

He walked behind her
and leaned into her ear. “I want you to try and keep your head up,
Ok? Keep your head up and keep your balance. You’re going to feel a
big pull. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I think
so.”

“Ready? Three. Two.
One,”

Cole pulled the main
tie he’d been weaving everything around. It pulled up the middle of
the hishi column around her legs, through the hip harness, collar,
and her arm binding and as it slipped through, all of the ties fell
away immediately, their anchor having been removed.

“Ohh, Christ!” Mason
exclaimed. She brought her arms in front of her, staring at her
hands and arms, looking around her in astonishment at the pile of
ribbons on the floor.

Cole laughed gently.
“Quick release,” he said, coming up behind her and slipping his
arms around her waist. He kissed her neck as she fell into amazed
giggling. She turned around, still giggling as was he. She placed
her arms around his neck. “Of course, it is,” she chuckled.

“Safety first for my
gorgeous woman,” he said. He smiled, tenderly and brought his lips
to hers in a deep, soulful kiss. “Did you enjoy that?” He
asked.

“I did. I really did.
It’s almost disappointing to be released from that feeling of
security,” she said.

Cole looked around
then back into her eyes. “Oh beloved, there are plenty of things in
here to which I can secure you.” She watched as the darkness
slightly clouded his eyes once more. “But first, I want to give you
a massage to ease any tension, alright?”

He walked her over to
a small, massage table next to the candle bar. “Go on love, lay
here for me face down.” She did as he bid her, folding her arms
under her face. It was very comfortable, and she relaxed after a
few moments. He poured some warm oil onto her back, and she
slightly flinched as she felt the heat of it across her skin. He
began to rub her shoulders, his fingers gliding easily over her
beautiful tan skin as he worked his way down to her waist and her
lower back. He continued massaging her like this, feeling each
muscle release its tension under his fingers until he felt her
whole body give in. Taking just a bit more oil into his hands he
started at the bottom of her beautiful round ass and kneaded the
back of her thighs, carefully sensing the de-stressing of every
muscle as he worked his way down her legs. He wanted this to be a
sensual, enjoyable experience for her and the most beautiful night
that he would never forget as it would be the only night he would
ever bring her here.

“How do you feel, my
love?”

“Mmmm, more relaxed
than I thought,” she muttered. She heard the click of a lighter and
looked up to see him lighting the lilac candle. She turned onto her
side. “Oooohh, you read my mind.”

He looked down at her
and smiled. “At least. On your back for me, Beloved.”

She turned onto her
back as he reached under the table and brought up a large, leather
roll and tucked it under her knees. “Better?” He asked.

“Thank you,” she
giggled softly. “I’m nervous.”

“Have you never?”

“No. Never. But I
always wanted to try.”

Cole paused for a
moment, taking in the expression of pure willingness on her face.
The combination of being her teacher and her Dominant right now was
fully turning him up. He breathed deep and continued. “Right, my
love. The best way to experience this is blindfolded so that you
don’t expect the drip and it heightens the sensation.”

Her eyes widened as
she listened and processed what he was saying. “Blindfolded?”

“Yes, but we don’t
have to if you’re uncomfortable…”

“Oh, yes please.” she
said, her breath catching slightly.

He smiled at her.
He’d never been with someone with such an intense desire to
experience. She craved things like textures instead of flavors,
materials instead of styles, and here, sensation over the visual.
He was getting harder just at the thought of watching her react to
the hot wax. “Right then, beloved.” He set the candle on the bar
and reached up on the wall for a rope and a mask. “Close your eyes,
my love,” he whispered. He kissed her forehead as he placed the
mask over her eyes.

He watched as she got
comfortable. He grasped her wrist and looped the rope around it,
through an eyebolt on the side of the table. He brought the rope
under the table and through an eyebolt on the other side and around
her other wrist.

“Wait,” she said,
pulling against the ropes. “What are you doing?”

“Restraining you,” he
said gently.

She felt a short
second of panic but remembered that Cole would always take care of
her and besides, she had a safeword.

It occurred to him
that blindfolding her was having its intended effect and while he
knew he had to be careful, the temptation to escalate her
uncertainty was ever present. He took a deep breath and retrieved a
pair of ankle cuffs from the drawer under the table. He leaned down
close to her ear, exhaling lightly onto her neck before he spoke,
“Beloved,” he whispered.

The unexpected breath
on her skin made her pull against her ropes. She felt her nipples
harden and the wetness between her legs was nearly uncontrolled by
now. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

He gazed down over
her body, watching the effect his voice and closeness had on her
with great pleasure. “I want to cuff your ankles and suspend your
legs. What do you think?”

“I…I’m fine with
that. Why?” The sight deprivation was fucking with her more than
she thought it would, but it also made every single touch and
breath more arousing with an undercurrent of fear.

“I have a new cane
I’d like to test, and your gorgeous ass would be a wonderful
proving ground,”

“But I haven’t done
anything!” she said nervously.

“Oh, my beloved, I
know that. I won’t if you don’t want me to,” he said gently, as he
lightly ran his fingertips across her stomach. She squirmed under
his touch and when she arched her back, he took a sharp breath. He
was fully hard and desperately wanted her touch on him. “I thought
you might enjoy it and,” he leaned into her ear, “it intensifies
the heat of the wax.”

Her mind was reeling.
The darkness, his voice in her ear, his fingertips just barely
grazing her skin and the delicious anticipation of what he proposed
were conspiring to put her body into a state of hypersensitivity
she’d never experienced but she desperately wanted more, and she
was ready to let him do anything to bring her the depraved
pleasures she now desired. “Please, Sir. Yes,” she whispered.

He smirked as he
cuffed her ankles and pulled the rope through the eyelets. He
tossed the rope over a metal brace above them and pulled it through
an eyebolt on the table, tying it with a highwayman’s hitch for
quick release. With her legs suspended like this, the backs of her
thighs and her ass were fully available to him. He snatched a
bamboo cane from the umbrella stand and lightly traced it across
her skin. He watched as her body flinched and shook from the
unexpected touch and his desire to escalate was creeping in again.
He spun the cane and brought it across the backs of her thighs. She
cried out as the sting sank in. He stung her skin a few more times,
each time she pulled upward against her cuffs. He thrilled at the
sight of her struggle and her moans of “yes” barely audible. It was
a deeply erotic, seductive sight and sound and the urge to release
and take her was pushing him hard. He returned the cane to its
place and took a notched flogger she’d admired earlier down off the
wall. The heat of the room was rising, and he breathed deep the
humidity and the lilac of the burning candle along with the scent
of her sweat and the leather. He stood to the side of her and
gently rested his hand on her stomach. He was thoroughly enjoying
feeling her tense hard as he expertly brought the falls across her
beautiful thighs and backside, creating small triangular marks in
her flesh, claiming her skin for himself…as he had created this
particular flogger to do just this.

The pain was
exquisite and his ability to strike at just the moment when her
arousal peaked was uncanny. She wanted to beg him for more, beg him
to just slip his hand inside her thong. He was so agonisingly close
that it would be nothing for him to just…and yet something about
this moment shared between them discouraged her from indulging in
her desperation or disobedience. She concentrated on managing her
breathing, but she was panting harder than she would have
liked.

Cole leaned down and
softly kissed her stomach before returning the flogger to the wall
and coming back to her. “Are you Ok, Beloved?” He asked evenly as
he massaged her skin to rub in the sting.

She tried to breathe
deep and calm herself. “Yes, honey. Mmm. Fuck, your hands feel good
on me, Sir.”

He smiled as he
continued. He reached over to the table and carefully picked up the
candle from the bar. The opening for this particular one had a
notch to make dripping easier. Cole liked the accuracy, and he held
her hand, interlacing her fingers. “Hold on to me, baby,” he said
gently, as he tipped the candle. He watched her writhe and pull
against her rope as the drops fell directly on the marks in her
skin, left by his flogger. She squeezed his hand with an unexpected
strength, and he eagerly returned her grip. “That’s it, darling.
Hold on to me and don’t let me go.”

“FUCK, oh god,” she
panted. “Christ.” she gasped as she felt the hot liquid on her. She
could barely catch her breath as the searing pain raced across her
marked, sensitive skin. She couldn’t really speak clearly, only
mutter and she pulled hard against her ankle cuffs.

He watched with
salacious pleasure her futile struggle against her restraints and
suspension but more importantly, he listened. She was breathing a
little too hard for his liking and her words were slightly slurred.
He quickly returned the candle to the bar and extinguished it. He
pulled the quick release to her arms, noting the marks left by the
rope. He massaged her wrists and folded her hands onto her stomach.
Applying an increasing pressure to her chest, he leaned in close to
her ear and spoke, “Mason, are you with me? Three fingers please,”
he said, looking down at her hands.

She gave him two.

“Right, darling,” he
murmured as he removed her mask. “Eyes on me, Mason,” he said more
clearly. She opened her eyes slowly. They were a bit teary, and she
couldn’t focus on him right away. “Oh, fuck, baby, that was…oh
fuck…” She was sweating profusely and still breathing a bit hard.
He kissed her forehead to reassure her. “Sweetheart, I’m going to
release your legs. Bring them down to your chest, alright? I’m
going to help you.” He knew she’d be having some numbness from the
suspension.

“Right,” she
nodded.

He held the backs of
her thighs, just behind her knees and when he slipped the knot, her
legs folded over his arm, and he easily guided them back towards
her chest.

“Oh, god, that feels
good,” he heard her mutter.

He got up onto the
end of the table and began to rub her legs, first one, from her
ankle to her upper thigh, carefully cleaning the wax from her skin.
He then did likewise to the other.

“Wow,” she breathed.
“Damn, that was nice,” she said as she gently arched her hips
toward him and let her legs fall open.

“That was nice for me
too,” he murmured. He lay down on his side, over the inside of her
thigh, and gently thrust against her. She could feel how hard he
was, and he could feel her wetness through the material of his
briefs. He looked into her eyes and brushed a few stray, sweat
soaked strands of hair back from her face. “Your body is gorgeous,
baby,” he said softly as he ran one hand down over her breast and
waist. He continued sliding his hand into her thong and between her
soaked lips. He slid his fingers gently over her pearl and began a
very gentle massage. He had her somewhat restrained with his own
body and now he watched a mix of lust and desperation race across
her expression.

“Oh…fuck,” she
whispered, as she thrust herself against his hand. “Please, don’t
stop. Please let me come,” she moaned.

He stopped and
removed his hand. “What, Beloved?” He breathed against her neck.
“Say it again. I liked hearing you beg.”

“Fuck you,” she said,
somewhat irritated. Being edged wasn’t her favorite thing to do and
now she just wanted his hand between her legs again. She gave him
the most seductive look she could muster. “Please, Sir. Do that
again,” she whispered softly.

“Eyes on me,
beloved,” he muttered. He held her gaze as he slipped his hand into
her thong once more, sliding two fingers inside her. He watched as
her neck arched and she closed her eyes, pushing her hips against
him once more. She moaned with the deepest pleasure as he beckoned,
feeling the swelling against his fingers. “How could I deny you, my
love?” He whispered as he took her mouth with his. She began to
squirm under his weight and the more she did, the more he held her
still. He continued working her until he felt her getting close and
she whimpered into his mouth. He withdrew from her kiss and watched
her face, a study in yearning and torment. “When you’re struggling
like this, I can’t fucking get enough of you.” He kissed her again,
this time biting her lip and she returned his eagerness, thrusting
her hips against him. He felt the clenching inside her and removed
his hand, bringing it down hard across her thigh.

“DAMMIT!” she cried
out. “FUCK!” She was discovering that she couldn’t move under his
weight and hold and that was only half as frustrating as the way he
was edging her, so cleanly and predictably. How the fuck does he
always know?

“What is it,
darling?” He asked, innocently. She looked into his eyes and there
it was. That darker side of him, peering around the edges of his
eyes, dying to come out and play. She tried to calm herself, but
she could barely breathe, and she was nearly gasping. “Too much
excitement?” He asked.

“Fuck you.”

“Language, baby.” he
said, leveling a dark and grim look at her.

She exhaled sharply
and looked away from him. “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said quietly. The
sting was fading from the backs of her legs but still present and
the memory of how he brought her to this point was sinking sweetly
into her mind. She was recovering from the pain euphoria but
looking forward to what he had for her next.

“Eyes on me. Are you
ready for something else?”

She met his gaze, not
quite knowing what to say next. How does one ask for the most
ratchet and hedonistic acts to be performed on their person? “I
am,” she said coyly.

Fuck. This
wide-eyed innocence thing she was doing was teasing out his Daddy
side. He wasn't sure if she was doing it deliberately, but he
heavily considered playing with it just a bit. “Ok, baby girl,” he
whispered, kissing her neck. “Daddy will help you down.”

The Daddy Dom thing
he was doing was messing with her. She’d always thought it was a
hard boundary for her but the way he was responding to her in such
a protective manner, catering to her made her want to play on it
just for a bit. Maybe just for tonight she would let it go. She
stood in front of him, and he looked her over, massaging her wrists
and applying shea butter to her legs and backside. “It won’t leave
a mark, darling,” he said quietly. The marks would fade. They
always did but just once, she wished they would stay.

“I’ll be right back,
sweetheart. Just have to put this away,” he said, replacing the cap
to the shea butter. She nodded as he started to walk to the bedroom
door. “Wait here for me,” he called.

“Maybe,” she
shrugged.

He turned and
grinned. “I’d chase you round the moons of…”

“Ok, Ok, Khan,” she
giggled. “Chase me, then.” She looked directly, defiantly, into his
eyes, moving her own hand down into her thong and sliding her
fingers inside herself.

“No,” he warned her.
“We don’t do that. Not until I say you can.”

She removed her hand
and put her fingers into her mouth. “Mmmm,” she moaned, looking at
him with the most ratchet, evil grin. “Wanna taste me?” She asked,
innocently.

“Fuck yes,” he said,
walking to her quickly, taking her hand in his and enveloping her
fingers with his mouth. He could barely resist her and in this weak
moment, he gave in. He licked her fingers clean then he quickly
looped his finger through the ring on her collar and brought her
lips to his, pulling her into a full, deep kiss, the taste of her
filling both their mouths. “Fuck! You taste so sweet,” he
whispered, pulling back from her. He put his forehead against hers,
panting, the passion she was bringing from him taking his breath.
“Fucking wait here,” he said through gritted teeth. “Don't
move.”

When he returned from
the bedroom, she wasn’t where he'd left her. He walked back into
the bedroom to make sure she hadn’t gone to the bathroom. He was
beginning to get an idea of what was happening, and it excited him
beyond measure. He methodically searched and closed the door behind
him. “Beloved,” he called out. “Where are you?” Nothing came back.
He looked at the main door and saw that the interior lock was still
on, so she hadn’t gone out through there. The back door was an
emergency exit and would have tripped an alarm. No, she hadn’t
left. “There’s no need to hide, baby girl…unless you’ve been
naughty. Have you been?” He retrieved the room remote from the
shelf over the candle bar and cut the lights and the music. “I know
I left you wanting, my dear, craving a release but…you know Daddy
always gives you what you want…eventually.” This room was designed
to be invisible from the street but there were still several narrow
windows around the top of the walls. Only the streetlight shone
into the otherwise pitch dark, and the sound insulation allowed
little outside noise. He welcomed this environment. He had
literally trained for adversarial combat, cat and mouse, predatory
scenarios just like this and he was exceptionally good at locating
his prey. The sight deprivation allowed him to concentrate on
listening. His mind began to play back every breath, every gasp
he’d ever heard her make and he was tuned in now. His hearing was
sharp enough to isolate one voice in a crowd and he memorized
sounds like images. The silence swirled around him now like a dense
fog but ever so faintly, he could hear her short, shaky breaths. In
situations like these, he knew the prey would always be somewhat
nervous, would always be unable to completely silence their fear,
hence their breathing would always reflect it. He walked slowly
toward the back of the room. There were two closets opposite each
other before the opening to the short hallway that led to the exit.
He knew she was hiding in one of them and by approaching them
slowly, he would build up her anticipation, making it impossible
for her to remain quiet, ultimately revealing her. He stood still
between them, listening for the faintest rustle or sigh. “Honey,
whatever you’ve done, come out and talk to me.”

“I’m scared,” she
said, in a barely audible, small voice.

Fuck. This was
new and he’d never expected to be so turned up from this roleplay.
He immediately turned to the closet on his left. He sat down next
to the door. “Sweetness. I’ve found you. Come out for me, please,”
he coaxed, softly.

“I’ve done
something…” Her breathing was heavy, and he heard her moaning as
she did when he was between her legs.

“Ohh, baby girl. I
know you want to, but you know Daddy’s rule.”

“Not until you tell
me,” she panted.

He stood up and
opened the door. She was sitting on the floor, her thong around her
knees, legs spread, and she was rubbing herself, her middle fingers
inside her dripping pussy. The inside of her thighs were soaked,
and her skin glistened in the dim light. She looked up at him with
an innocent yet wanton look and he’d never been this deeply aroused
by her. His cock jumped and he gasped, holding his breath. This raw
and ratchet sight of her pushed him quickly to his edge and he
barely kept his self-control.

She could see the
outline of him in the soft glow of the streetlight. She couldn’t
really make out his features, but she could see his heavy brows
were furrowed and his jaw was tight with disapproval. She’d only
meant this as a game to tease him but for a brief moment, she
wondered if she’d overstepped. Determined to play out the entire
scene for him, she brought her fingers to her mouth and with her
other hand reached up to touch him.

Before she could, he
grabbed her wrist, pulling her to her feet. He turned her, pinning
her arm behind her back and slipping his other arm around her
waist, holding her to him by her breast. He buried his face in her
neck, biting her shoulder before he spoke. “Sweetness,” he
murmured, as he eagerly slipped his hand down between her legs,
“you have been naughty.” As he slid his fingers inside her, she
instinctively arched her back against him. “I have.”

He felt an almost
obscene wetness inside her. “Did you come before I gave you
permission?”

“Almost,” she
admitted, softly.

He tipped his head
back and closed his eyes. He was going to punish her, edge her
again but the urge to simply take her, come inside her right now
was strong. He pulled her arm up behind her and she yelped. “Over
here, my dear,” he said through clenched teeth.

He pushed her toward
the bondage horse. Her thong around her knees made it slightly
awkward for her to walk but he was getting turned on watching her
struggle. “Spread your legs, sweetheart, and lay face down,” he
ordered her.

She did as he asked
and lay face down, but she wondered how he would secure her to it.
He walked back to the closet near him, opposite where she’d been
hiding. She looked back over her shoulder and saw there were more
ropes inside. She glanced down and saw the eye hooks and it clicked
that he planned to tie her down. Why the thought ever entered her
mind at that point, she couldn’t fathom but her brat came out to
play. She slowly pushed back quietly while he was pulling ropes
from the closet, getting her feet on the floor. She watched him as
she slowly pulled her thong back up and when he looked in her
direction, she ran.

“Mason!” he yelled
after her, but she bolted for the front door. She pulled the lock
and opened the door before he crossed the room halfway.

Fuck! She actually
ran. “Bitch!” He yelled after her. With the ropes still in his
hand, he grabbed the dragon’s tail from the wall. He stepped out to
find her trying the conference room doors halfway down the hall.
Locked. She looked up to see him approaching, deliberately, and he
looked pissed. “Mason! Get back here.” He snapped the air with the
dragon's tail, and she jumped. She quickly moved on to the lounge,
frantically trying the door with no luck. She moved further down
the hall as he was catching up. “It’s no good,” he said, the
profound bass in his voice filling the hallway. “They’re all
locked. Come back, baby girl…and I won’t punish you.”

What fun is
that? She turned and found she was in front of his office door.
She tried the door and looked down the hall at him. She smirked as
she watched him slow his roll and the color drain from his face.
She heard him mutter “Fuck” just as she disappeared inside.

He’d not bothered to
lock his office and now it was one more game of cat and mouse with
her. Only so many places in there she can hide. He hadn’t
planned on losing control of the scene like this, but it was
relatively safe and hunting her down intensely thrilled him. He
took a deep breath before he entered his office. He looked around
and didn’t see her right away. He turned on the banker's lamp and
set it on the shelf behind his desk, angling the shade to softly
illuminate the scene he was about to create. “You know, this desk
has similar properties to the bondage horse, though, not nearly as
comfortable,” he said evenly as he moved his monitor and document
trays to the sideboard. “You’d have been better off in the dungeon
but, whatever the bitch wants, I promise, she’ll get,” he said
wickedly. She wasn’t hard to locate in the room. He heard her
breathing hard under the desk, trying unsuccessfully to hide it.
Once he’d cleared it off, he stood next to the chair behind it
momentarily, leaning on the desktop. He took a deep breath and
stayed still for a long minute. Suddenly, he viciously kicked the
chair, sending it rolling to the side. He reached underneath,
roughly pulling her out by her wrist.

She yelped in pain as
she stood in front of him, hesitantly looking up into his glaringly
black eyes. There it was. It finally made an entrance to their
scene, and she gasped, a flood running down her leg and an ominous
fear running through her spirit.

“You fucking ran from
me, sweetness,” he hissed, as if he were holding back a simmering
rage.

“I’m sorry, Sir,” she
said, looking up at him from under her lashes.

“Not yet,” he spat
the words at her, through gritted teeth.

He turned her around
and bent her over the desk. If the urge to take her forcefully was
ever strong, it was never as it was now. He reached behind him and
grabbed a short rope, looping it around her wrist and through the
eye bolt on his desk.

“Now you know what
those are for, Pet.”

“What happened to
‘beloved’?”

“You fucking ran from
me. Like a bitch.” He pulled her leg up to get her onto the desk.
Before he pulled the other leg up, he slipped his fingers inside
her and brought those fingers to his mouth. He reveled in the sweet
taste of her at any moment but at this time, it fueled his fervor
for the scene ahead. “Mmmm. A bitch in heat. So…Pet, it is for
now.” He secured her ankle to the eyebolt on the same side and did
likewise on the other ankle and wrist. Her face was down against
the desk, and she turned her head so she could see the bookshelf.
He squatted down to where he was even with her line of sight.

He had her utterly
secured. She was uncomfortable but she wasn’t in pain, and she was
already anticipating him running his hand up the inside of her
thigh and between her spread legs. Now she looked into his eyes and
though he’d somewhat given over to his darker side, she knew he
would keep her safe and she felt strangely peaceful yet incredibly
aroused. She didn’t smile as it might take him out, but she slow
blinked to let herself sink into a complete surrender to him.

“Are you alright,
Mason?” He asked with an almost chilling calm.

“I am,” she
replied.

He stood and for a
moment admired his work. She was spread and bound to his desk, her
beautiful, round, smooth ass ready for his best work of the night.
He wished that he would be returning here, just to recall this
sweet memory as he worked.

He wielded the
dragon's tail, and she heard it whistle loudly as he swung it
through the air. He brought it down on the edge of the desk. The
breeze from it skated across her skin and he watched the chills
race over her, a deep quiver overtaking her body.

“First you hide from
me.” He brought the tail down again. “Then you ran.” Another
snap.

She flinched and
trembled with each impact. He leaned down next to her ear and
murmured, “Now I have you here, your gorgeous skin vulnerable,
under either my caress or my leather,”

“I’m sorry, Sir,” she
whimpered.

“Are you,” he said,
standing up. He ran his hand lightly down over her back, her round
hips and ass, and down between her thighs which she spread as much
as possible to give him access to her. He lightly caressed her
through the leather of her thong, causing her to shiver deep and
thrust her hips back to get more of his touch. “Oh, now you want to
open up to me? You’re not hiding anything, are you, pet?”

“No, Sir,” she said
quietly. “Please,” she whispered.

He bent down closer
to her. “Please…What?”

“Please touch me,”
she whined.

“No,” he pulled his
hand away from her and brought the tail down across her ass,
bringing it back around to sting her leg. She cried out and pulled
hard and violently against her ropes. The pain of the fibers
scraping across her wrists was exceeded only by the sting in the
skin on her backside. He examined her to find he’d left two perfect
triangular leather bite marks on her.

“Fuck,” she moaned.
“Mmm.”

He massaged her to
rub in the sting. “Don’t run from me, Mason,” he said.

His tone had turned
strangely ominous, and she wondered if he was still in scene, but
she went with it.

He leaned down and
tenderly kissed her at the base of her neck. Staying close, he
spoke softly. “Don’t think for one minute that you can run from me.
I fucking own you. Do you understand?”

She shivered down
across her whole body. She was less sure now that he was in scene,
but she maintained. “I understand, Sir.”

“My beloved,” he
whispered and kissed her lightly once again. He was having trouble
continuing in the intensity of this scene but for her enjoyment, he
pulled himself together. He walked deliberately around to the other
side of the desk. For just a moment, he allowed himself the
indulgence of leisurely taking in her beautiful, restrained body,
writhing against her ropes, his arousal building as he imagined
holding her tightly against his body once again. “I don’t like to
punish you like this. I much prefer to reward you for behaving,” he
said, snapping the dragon’s tail across her skin, leaving identical
marks on her opposite thigh.

“Fuck! Yes, Sir,” she
panted. “I’m sorry,” she barely whispered. The searing pain and his
intensity were exhausting to her, and her body felt weak. As he
slipped the ropes from around her wrists and massaged them, she
realized she was shaking uncontrollably and more than she’d
expected. All she wanted now was release. Her arousal was so high
at this point, she wasn’t sure she could hold back if he so much as
lightly grazed her. Her pussy was swollen, throbbing, and aching
for his touch.

He helped her off the
desk, kissing her neck lightly. He was so hard at this point; he
was sure that her slightest touch could bring him off at once. He
calmly led her back down the hall to the dungeon. As he locked the
door behind him, he heard her strained breathing. He turned and
looked at her. She seemed a bit tired. He walked behind and wrapped
his arms around her. She reached up and tangled her hands in his
damp hair. Their bodies were wet with sweat and as he slid his hand
down over her stomach, she stepped away from him. She turned and
brought her lips to his and he eagerly filled her mouth with his
tongue.

“Are you Ok,
darling?” He asked, kissing her neck.

“I am but fuck, I’m
so ready to come, if you touch me…I don’t think I can…It’s what you
do to me, baby.”

He pulled away and
saw the helpless look in her eyes, her breathing erratic and this
was turning him up as well. He kissed her again, biting her lip and
throat “I’m almost there too, and yet, I know you want to try that
saltire cross.” He kissed her lips again, gently.

She looked behind him
at the imposing wooden structure, the iron cuffs and she melted at
the thought of him teasing her further. She met his gaze once more,
her eyes shining in the dim light. “Yes. Please, Sir,”

He locked the ankle
cuffs and stood back to look at his handiwork. This glorious sight
of her, shackled, completely open and vulnerable, her beautiful
body so willingly given over to his debauched desires, nearly
overwhelmed him and he went weak in his spirit. He retrieved a
butterfly knife from the drawer in the table behind him and, as he
slung the blade into place, he stepped close to her and brought his
lips to just under her ear. “Since I can’t keep my distance with a
wand, this should be exquisite, feeling your intensity in my own
body,” he murmured. “But first, I need access.” He sliced through
her thong twice and tossed the tattered garment in the bin. He
leaned down and kissed her swollen lips and lightly licked between
them. She nearly screamed, trying to stop herself from coming. She
was through trying to be quiet or demure. She was nearing
exhaustion and she no longer cared to control the utterances driven
out of her by her emotions and physical sensations.

He felt his cock
throb and he had to pull away from her or lose control. He had very
little energy left to continue to suppress the arousal she brought
from him. He replaced the knife on the table and returned to her.
He ran his palm up the length of her arm, across the iron shackle
and interlaced his fingers with hers gripping it tightly as he slid
his other hand between her legs.

“Are you ready, my
dear?” He whispered against her neck.

She gasped and moaned
loudly. “Yes, Sir.”

He had been achingly
close to his edge for hours that he was finding it difficult to
bring her up without going over himself but feeling her breath on
his shoulder and her lust through the heat of her skin gave him a
deep strength and desire to fulfill her. He slid his hand down over
her stomach then lightly between her legs, cupping yet barely
touching her skin as he whispered into her ear. “My beloved, you
have been so good for me.” She cried out as she let her head fall
back. Her energy was drained and the sensations he was bringing
from her now were driving her closer to her edge. “Touch me,” she
whined, weakly. “Please, Sir,” she begged.

He smiled as he
looked down across her body, watching her try to thrust against his
hand which he kept just out of reach. Her squirming always turned
him on but now, in order to tease her in the way she craved, he
needed to be close to her and right now, fully in contact, he could
feel her desperation in his own soul. Her body broke a sweat all at
once and he felt it running over him with his own.

“Cole…please,” she
begged, loudly, “Please just touch me, please,” she pleaded through
gritted teeth. “I need your hands on me, in me.”

“Do you,” he asked,
gently exhaling down over her neck and chest. “Do you really need
me? I don't think you understand real…need, Mason.”

She gripped his hand
tighter. She felt a euphoria from her weakened condition, and she
was now confused but no longer caring if he was still in scene.

“Let me explain
need.” He kissed her neck again, licking the sweat from her. He
slipped his hand down between her smooth, swollen lips and across
her pearl, feeling her fingers clench hard and her entire body
shake. He slid two fingers inside her, beckoning as was his wont.
“Need is being exhausted and knowing that only you can revive me.
Need is a deep, anguish that would surely break me without your
comfort. My need for you is more than a simple yearning…” Her
breath caught as his thumb caressed her pearl and she strained hard
against her wrist shackle futile to stop him. “Don’t. Don’t my
darling, hold it,” he cautioned.

His breath on her
skin and his voice in her ear were only adding to his ability to
push her closer to the edge. She held her breath and finally cried
out, panting to try to hold back. He held her, gripping her hand,
working her inside, feeling her clench and not stopping, waiting to
see if she could control it.

“Please,” she gasped,
“Please,” she sobbed.

“Please what? What is
it? Do you want it, or do you need it, Mason?”



And then she broke
deep.

 


Tears streamed over
her face, and she hung her head, weeping outright. She had nothing
left. No strength, and no resistance but she’d held off as he
demanded. She’d brought herself back from the edge, but it had cost
her dearly. “I need the release, Cole,” she sobbed, as she feebly
lifted her head, lacking the energy to even pant. “But if it’s not
from you…then I don’t want it. Ever.”

He froze, shocked by
her confession. He looked into her eyes, shaken. “Mercy,” he said
softly. He leaned in and kissed her, lips tenderly. She exhaled
with relief. “Thank you,” she sighed. She could barely breathe.

He was gasping too
but as he unlocked the shackles, his mind was racing, still trying
to process her beautiful affirmation. He held her firmly against
him and she tiredly smiled at him. He kissed her lips softly, but
he felt the weakness in her body as he held her. “Come, my love.
Let me take care of you.”

She sat down on the
bed, and he removed her collar. He handed her a bottle of water and
sat next to her. “How do you feel, Mason?”

She drank half and
put the bottle on the nightstand. She smiled at him, still slightly
weak. “I’m exhausted but I’m Ok. Thank you, honey. I really loved
doing that with you.”

“Me too,” he said
smiling. He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You were amazing
tonight, beautiful, breathtaking, and perfect, my love.” He drank
the rest of his water and tossed the bottle. He looked at her for a
moment.

“What is it?” She
asked.

“You know, even
though I haven’t participated, I’ve seen a few things here. People
are usually…loud in these situations.”

“Like?” She
asked.

“Like…when they are
restrained, struggling, during impact play, even just being
cuffed.”

“I’ve seen that too.
I’m not sure what your question is but mine is, what do you think
of that?”

“I don’t know. I
guess for some they’re trying to do what they think the other
person wants to see and hear, maybe what they think will turn that
other person on.”

“And?”

“Aaand, you don’t,”
he said.

“Don’t what?” She
asked.

“You aren’t loud.
Well, you weren’t until just there at the end, but I think that was
due to your exhaustion. What I’m talking about though, is you
don’t…make a show of it.”

“Would that have
turned you on?” She asked, laying on her side. She propped her head
up on her hand, looking at him lovingly.

“No, I don’t think
so,” he said, following suit. He reached out and traced a finger
slowly down her jawline. He could never resist touching her face in
these intimate moments.

“Do you want to know
why?”

“Hold on. You’re
going to tell me why I get turned on,” he chuckled. “This should be
rich.”

She giggled. “Well,
not all that but I think I know why all that fuss doesn’t turn you
on.”

“And that’s why
you’re so quiet by contrast?” He asked.

She nodded. “It's
because every whimper, every whine, every moan, every wriggle, is
reflecting exactly what I'm honestly feeling at the time,” she said
demurely as she traced her nails across his chest. “I won't do
anything exaggerated or fake for you. I don't have to. Everything
that you get from me is because of something you did. If you hear
it, if you see it, you caused it. It's what you made me do…and
isn't that part of it? Don't you want to know exactly what you
bring out of me?”

“I do,” he said. He
got quiet for a moment, closing his eyes, to let hearing himself
say that sink into a beautiful memory, yet to be made with her.
When he opened them, she was leaning in close to kiss him. He
slipped his arms around her neck as she pushed him on his back and
straddled him, sinking into her warm, wet kiss. His mind was
running back every sound she made, every struggle, and every move,
every look and his body was processing the deep satisfaction that
he’d brought all of that out of her. He felt her wetness soaking
through his briefs and he was ready to take her. Every moment of
missing her, wanting her, and desperately needing her firing
through his body as he held her close to him for a long moment.

“I need you, Mason.
It’s not even a choice anymore. I have to keep you close to me.
Always.”

“I’ve never wanted
anyone like this, Cole,” she murmured against his neck. “Not just
like this,” she said, pushing herself up to look into his eyes.
“Not just in the bedroom. I want you in every part of my life.”

He brushed a stray
hair back and slipped it behind her ear. “I want to be your help,
your support and your peace in every part of your life,” he said
softly, his look, expectant.

“And I want to do the
same for you, Cole. This isn’t just one way. I can hold you down
too, you know. I want to be everything for you.”

“Christ, Mason,” he
breathed, “You already are.” He pulled her into a deep kiss. She
moaned as she ground herself against him. She pulled away from him
and began to slide down his body, dragging her tongue across his
collarbone and wrapping her lips around his nipple. He arched his
back against her as she sucked and nipped at him. He’d always been
incredibly sensitive here, but she effortlessly brought out a
heightened response from him.

His moans and small
cries brought her close to her edge, though to be fair, her legs
were already soaked from earlier. She hooked the waistband of his
briefs and began to pull them down. He was hard and his cock jumped
when she freed him. The heady combined scent of her wetness and his
own precum between his legs was strong. It surprised her that he’d
been pushed that close to his edge, but her mouth was watering with
her desire to taste him. She licked the length of him, teasing him
with the tip of her tongue just below his tip.

“Fuck, that feels
good, baby,” he moaned as she took him into her mouth and pushed
him to the back of her throat. She tried to swallow his tip but her
throat was a bit raw and she wasn’t able to do everything for him
that she wanted to right now. She pulled his briefs off completely
and ran her hands back up over his gorgeous, muscular legs. “Baby,
how do you feel?”

He sat up on his
elbows and looked down at her beautiful blue eyes that were a
constant comfort for him. He smiled at her. “Sweetheart, I want to
feel…your amazing body against mine, just like this.” He stood up
and pulled her up to him. He leaned down to kiss her neck.

“Do you want a
shower, honey?” She whispered.

“Do you?”

She pulled back and
looked at him. His skin was streaked with sweat and oil. He still
smelled like lavender and leather, and it turned her on.

“I don’t. Cole, I
have a confession. I love…this…sweaty…”

“Natural”

“Sticky”

“Pure”

“Grimy”

“Unwashed”

“Filthy”

“Filthy”

She looked at him,
ragged lust in her eyes. “Condition. I love the taste and smell of
you at your most…um…fragrant? Raw? Do you wanna do that? Cuz I
fucking do.” She was already breathing hard just at the prospect
and the heat between her legs felt like it was fairly burning her
skin.

He was trying to
process her words without coming because at this moment, he was so
hard he couldn’t stop the throbbing between his legs. He’d always
wanted to have her in this most feral state and now as the
situation presented itself, to discover that she too shared this
craving was almost too much. “Yes…” he whispered. He dropped to his
knees and began to plant fevered kisses and licks across her
stomach as he gripped her full, round ass in his hands. The taste
of her sweat mingled with the fragrant massage oil pervaded his
mouth and he only wanted more. The scent from between her thighs
was pungent and it pulled at his primal side. She tangled her hands
in his long curls and grasped hard. He ran his tongue up the center
of her body as he stood, stopping at the base of her throat, biting
her gently. He wrapped his hand around her throat and kissed her
with a raw eagerness.

She pulled away from
him. “Come here,” she whispered. She sat on the edge of the bed and
pulled him to her. “Spread your legs, baby,” she said
impatiently.

He did as she bid
him. “Sweetheart, you’re too good to me, fuck.” He put his hand on
the back of her head as she used her hands to lift his balls out of
her way. She tried to get in under him with her tongue and mouth,
but it wasn’t enough. “Fuck. Lay down for me, baby, please.”

He eagerly lay back
with his legs spread wide for her. He would never demand this of
her, but he would also never say no to her gift.

She knelt between his
legs and smiled up at him warmly as she paused for a moment to take
in this view. His sweat damp curls lay in piles around his face and
neck. In his hazel eyes shone warmth, compassion, and most of all
love for her. His expression was a study in lust and his muscular
yet soft body glistened with his sweat and musk, the very thing she
craved at this moment. At once, she felt honored and blessed to be
the only one he allowed into this sanctuary. She ran her hands up
his calves, remembering the first sweet time she gently dragged her
nails across them as she lay in his lap at three am on his hotel
sofa. She continued moving her hands up the inside of his strong
thighs and she followed with her eyes. She always enjoyed him as a
visual feast, his gorgeous soft skin and muscles but tonight she
felt more than just an intense ardor. The beautiful sight of him,
open and vulnerable before her coupled with his raw aroma and feel
of his sweat between his legs was somehow creating in her a
connection to him in a base and primal way and she easily sank into
the security of him. She settled in and, pushing his legs back, she
took him into her hand.

He moaned with the
anticipation of feeling her work him in ways he’d never known
before her. He’d always loved the way she handled him, and tonight
was no different. The feel of her tongue underneath him and the
warmth of her mouth around him pushed out every other thought and
sensation but what she was giving him. This was truly a gift and he
felt honoured she'd chosen him for the giving.

She’d longed to taste
him like this and now that she had him like this, she was going to
take full advantage. She pushed his one leg further back and he
resisted. “Mason…I don’t…you don’t have to…”

“Spread your legs,
baby. I want to pleasure you…all of you. Tasting you here is my
pleasure too.” He reluctantly allowed her to push him open further
and she licked and kissed him around his small opening. She tried
to push her tongue into him, but she felt him resisting. “Relax,
honey. Please let me have you like this,” she murmured. She felt
him ease up and pushed her tongue into him as far as she could.
This was something she loved doing and clearly he loved it too from
the passionate moans and whimpers she could hear. She flattened her
tongue and licked him firmly from under his balls, up to the base
of his cock. Her mouth had gone dry and she moved up to straddle
him, grabbing the water from the nightstand. He took the
opportunity of having her heavy, soft breasts near to hungrily pull
her nipple and breast into his mouth. Doing this with her gave him
a peaceful comfort like nothing else and he was grateful she
indulged him so often. Her wetness ran freely down over him and he
now desperately longed to taste her. When she finished drinking,
she sat up on him and before she could move back down he sat up and
pushed her onto her back. She giggled and squealed as she fell
back. “I wasn’t done!” she said.

He chuckled. “But I
almost was, thanks to your talents. My turn now,” he growled as he
placed intense kisses and bites across her chest and stomach. He
forcefully pushed her legs apart and greedily began to devour every
part of her, taking in her redolence and savouring the taste of
her. She loudly whined as he worked her inside as well as with his
mouth and he knew she was getting close. Her moans brought him
close to his edge and he was no longer going to wait for her.

“Turn over, my love,”
he bid her, and she quickly complied. She willingly raised her hips
in offering to him and he was ever appreciative of her intuition.
He slipped his arms firmly around her hips and grabbing her
breasts, he pulled her back against him. She leaned back and he
lovingly kissed her neck. “Are you ready for me, darling?” He
asked, softly.

“I am.” she
whispered, her body trembling against his.

He gently pushed her
forward as he wound her braid around his hand. She looked back at
him with a salacious grin. He eased himself into her soaking wet
warmth and pulled her back against him. “Stay,” he growled. She
pushed back against him as hard as she could and he tipped his head
back, trying to gain control over his own body. “Fuck,” he
whispered. “You feel so good.”

“Mmm, you do too,
baby.”

He began slowly
moving against her hips, enjoying the movement of her flesh with
his rhythm. He ardently held her tight against him as his forceful
thrusting turned to a slower grind. He reached around her hip and
slid his fingers delicately down across her pearl. She trembled and
tried to pull away from him as the intensity of the sensation grew
in her.

“Come for me,
darling, please, sweetness,” he whispered against her back. “Come
for me while I’m inside you,” he growled more fervently.

His strength always
came as a surprise to her when he held her tightly like this. She
couldn’t move and he was pushing her over her edge without escape.
She cried out and her breath caught as her orgasm raced through her
body. When he felt her trembling in his arms, he didn’t hold back.
He came deep inside her, his powerful release taking his breath and
his sensibility. Sharing these profound, deeply primal moments with
her had become a sacred bonding that he profoundly craved every day
and swore he would fiercely protect always. When he finally caught
his breath again, he kissed her lightly across her back, soaked
with their combined perspiration. He could hear her panting and he
gently eased himself out of her.

She’d surrendered to
the waves of pleasure building one on the next and by the time she
felt him filling her, she’d nearly given over to a mix of euphoria
and exhaustion. She was weak but still she eased herself back
against his body as he slipped his arm around her waist and held
her tightly, her full breast in his hand.

“Mmmmm, Darling you
feel wonderful,” he said, kissing her neck and shoulder.

“Not as good as you
feel to me, baby.”

He could feel her
trembling, but this was not her heightened arousal. She was weak
and he sensed her exhaustion. “You’ve been such a good girl for me
and now it’s time for me to take care of you, Beloved.”

“Are we staying here
tonight?” She asked. “I am pretty tired.”

He smiled and kissed
her shoulder. “I know you must be, but I want to take you home, if
you can manage,” he said. “How about this? You nap here while I
clean up then we’ll go.”

She looked back and
smiled at him, sleepily. “That sounds like a good plan.”

 



CHAPTER 22

 


“So, tell me this,”
Mason said as Cole put another slice of pizza on her plate. She was
beginning to regain some of her strength since they’d got back to
the flat and had showers. Pizza wasn’t hurting her recovery efforts
either.

“What’s that,
darling?” He asked. “By the way, do you like this? I know it’s not
Brooklyn pizza, but I feel like they make an honest attempt.”

“It’s big, thin, and
foldable. It’s poifect!” She winked and gave him a thumbs up.

“Great,” he chuckled.
“My good girl deserves the best that London can offer.”

“Aww, thank you,
Sir,” she said, grinning. “We’re going back to New York together,
right?”

“Yes, and you are now
stuck with me because I’m not letting you go again.”

“No hotels?”

“Nope,” he said,
cupping her cheek, “As I said, I’m all in for making your life
easier where I can and building our empire!” He giggled.

She laughed. “Empire
it is, then…but…how are you going to manage your shop? Seems like
it’s the loose end here.”

“I’m not,” he said
plainly, trying in earnest to fold his slice the way he’d seen her
do so easily.

Her brows went up.
“Just not? Do you have a manager to take over? I mean, you’re not
going to close it, are you? It seems like it would be a valuable
resource.”

“I’m not going to
manage it. I’m not closing it. In fact, I’ve sold it.”

“What?”

“I sold it,” he said,
trying to fit the folded end of his slice into his mouth. He bit
off a rather large chunk and began to attempt to chew it
properly.

Mason shook her head,
giggling at his attempt. “You may have spent a lot of time in
Brooklyn, but it wasn’t at the pizzerias. When did you sell it? We
were just there.”

He swallowed hard.
“Do you remember I took you into the office when we first got
there?”

“Yes,” she replied.
She internally chuckled at him talking with food in his mouth, a
decidedly American habit.

“I’d finalised the
sale earlier in the day and I signed the papers there in the
office.”

Her eyes widened.
“Wait, wait, wait. You mean, we just did…all that…in someone else’s
dungeon?”

He stopped chewing.
“Technically, yes,” he said.

She laughed. “Wow,”
she said, gesturing toward him. “The balls on this guy!”

“Thank you,” he
laughed.

After dinner, Cole
continued to take care of the few rope marks on Mason’s wrists and
ankles. “It shouldn’t leave a mark, but I want to make sure,” he
said. They were sitting on the bed as he was applying a little more
shea butter to her ankles. “Are you ready for bed, sweetheart?” He
asked, kissing her forehead.

“I am,” she said
weakly. “I had a great time tonight, baby.”

“Come on,” he said,
pulling back the covers. “Come get close to me.”

She snuggled under
his arm and draped her arm over his chest and tangled her leg up
with his. “This feels good,” she sighed.

He kissed her hair.
“It does, sweetheart.”

“Are you sure you’re
Ok with letting go of the shop?”

“I am,” he said. He
paused. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever taken there. When I
started that place, I had all those luxuries built in like the
bedroom for aftercare because I always thought that if I found
someone I loved enough, it would be wonderful to have exactly the
kind of night we had there. You’ve made yet another dream come
true.”

She stayed quiet for
a long moment. “Dream?”

“Yes.”

“I hadn’t stop to
think that so much of what we’ve done together, the way you love
me, the person you are, these things have all been some part of a
dream I had at different times of my life and now, here it all is,
wrapped up in you.” She looked up at him. “I think you’re my dream
come true.”

He looked at her
thoughtfully. “Are we really the dream we’ve been looking for all
this time?”

She frowned. “What
song is that from?”

“It isn’t,” he
chuckled.

She laughed, “Then I
guess yeah. Yeah, we are.”

“It was really
beautiful and humbling the way you gave yourself over to me so
completely tonight. You showed an amazing amount of trust in me,”
he said, kissing her head.

“Of course. I guess
there were a few times when I wasn’t sure you were still in the
scene, but I trusted you to keep me safe, regardless.”

He thought back and
he knew exactly the moments to which she was referring. “Apologies
for that but you’re right. I would never let any harm come to you.
Thank you for trusting me.”

“I trust you, Cole,
and I believe in you,” she said, kissing his chest.

“I believe in you
too, Darling. Do you know that?” He asked.

“Oh, I know,” she
said casually.

“Do you really? I
genuinely believe that you can achieve anything you set your sights
on, any goal you have for us or yourself. Without a doubt, I
believe you’ll do it.”

She stayed quiet for
a moment. She hadn’t considered having any goals or attempting any
achievements outside of their relationship but now…“That’s
something very new to me. I know Jay and Ben have a lot of faith in
my work, but no one has ever really believed in me all on my own.”
She looked up at him and kissed his cheek. “That means a lot to me,
baby. Thank you.” She paused. “What do you have on tomorrow?”

“I must run some
errands to tie up loose ends before we leave, bank account, car,
and so on but…tomorrow night, we are going out for one last time
before we leave for New York. I have reservations at Langham
Court.”

“Sweet,” she giggled.
“I can’t wait. What am I wearing?”

“The Zimmermann
dress,” he said, smiling. “I’ve been dying to see you in that since
I found it.”

“Yes, Sir.” She
hugged him close.

 



CHAPTER 23



“Darling,” Cole
whispered. He softly kissed her forehead.

“Mmmm, yes honey,”
she said looking up at him, sleepily.

“I’ve left you
breakfast. I need to be at the bank by nine,” he said, looking at
his watch.

She went to sit up.
“Oof. A little stiff this morning.” She smiled as she brought her
knees up. “But worth it.” She wrapped her arms around her knees and
looked up at him.

“Damn, you’re too
cute,” he giggled, brushing her hair back from her face.

“You’re too sweet.
When will you be home?”

“I will be back
around half four to get ready.”

“I’ll make you
proud,” she said, smiling, her eyes shining.

“I know you will,
baby girl,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I love you, Mason.”

“Love you, too. Oh,
hey. I’ll get the tickets then?”

It was all becoming
very real for him and though he was happy to be going back with
her, something in him felt uneasy. Returning to New York, that
house…but hopefully better memories.

“Right. Uh, British
Airways, please?”

“First Class?”

“Of course. I plan on
sleeping.”

She giggled. “Not if
I have anything to do with it.”

He chuckled.
“Alright, darling, anything else?”

“Be safe,” she said
with the sweetest smile he’d seen to date.

“Right. See you at
half four.”

###

“Mason, are you about
ready?” Cole called from the living room.

He was adjusting his
shirt and tie, fastening his cufflinks. It occurred to him that he
hadn’t been able to find the bumblebee ones. He’d chosen a clean
line grey suit, pleated trousers, and a coral tie that he’d bought
to match her dress. The chain, or the wristwatch? He heard
the bedroom door open and turned to look.

He stopped,
speechless for a moment. “I should have seen this coming,” he said
quietly.

“What do you
mean?”

“You. Taking my
breath away once again.”

She smiled shyly.
“Well?”

He bid her to turn
for him. The dress fit her exceptionally well and though the frill
was a bit different from her more subdued style, she wore it
beautifully. The coral shade set off her golden toned skin and her
legs looked even longer and more gorgeous in the cream
Louboutins.

“You opted for the
Louies?”

“I didn’t like the
Dolce’s with this dress, but I have at least ten at home they’ll go
with,” she said, then paused. “But I’ll gladly change for you,
honey,” she said demurely.

He smiled. “Not at
all,” he walked to her and looked into her eyes. “You look amazing,
my beloved.” He leaned in to kiss her neck below her ear. “I can’t
wait…”

“To get me out of
this dress?” She asked, softly.

He looked back into
her eyes. “To show you off.” He took a step back and lightly traced
a finger down her cheek. “I’ve never been with anyone more
beautiful than you, Mason, and I’m already the proudest man in
London right now. Full stop. You know, we have the most glittering
palaces, magnificent gardens, beautiful views, the Thames, The Eye,
and the Tower Bridge and I submit to you, there is no sight in this
entire city more breathtaking than you are tonight.”

She looked at him for
a long moment in stunned silence. “Thank…thank you, Cole,” she
breathed.

“Shall we?”

###

The restaurant was
busy when they walked in, but the maître d' at once walked over to
them. “Mr. Dixon, how are you this evening?” He asked.

“Doing well and how
are you?” Cole asked.

“Very good,” he said,
smiling, his brows going up as he looked Mason over. Cole couldn't
help but smile a bit as well. He knew taking her out anywhere was
going to turn heads. She was stunning and even now, standing this
close to her, breathing in her perfume, her earrings sparkling, he
deeply admired her beauty.

The maître d’ picked
up two menus. “We have your table prepared, if you’ll follow me,”
he said.

The table wasn't
necessarily private and as they walked back, Mason wondered why
they weren't sitting closer to the door, as Cole normally liked to
do. She laid her purse on the table as Cole pulled out her chair.
As she sat down, he leaned in and said softly, “Are you
comfortable, darling?” His warm breath on her neck and his soft
voice in her ear always made her shiver and tonight was no
different than the first time he'd done it. “Yes,” she smiled,
“Thank you, sir.”

Cole watched as the
chills ran down her arm and he smiled. It still humbled him,
knowing how beautifully responsive she was to his voice. “You look
gorgeous, my love,” he whispered. “I'm very pleased.”

“You, Sir, look
smashing, as well. I love that suit and the tie matches my dress,”
she said sweetly. “And this place is beautiful, Cole…”

“Of course, it is,”
he said a bit dismissively as he sat down next to her.

She stopped cold. She
looked at him, but he was perusing the menu. She wasn’t sure if he
was truly acting out of character or if she simply read him wrong.
“Cole,” she said softly but firmly. “Is everything Ok?”

“What do you mean, my
dear?” He asked, forcing a smile.

She noted the smile,
but she didn't respond. She wasn't quite sure what to say so she
just said, “Nothing,” and looked over her menu. She took a deep
breath and let it go. “Cole,” she said gently patting his hand.
“Would you mind ordering for us?”

“Do you trust me?” He
asked, taking her hand in his.

“I do,” she said
softly and flashing that shy smile he loved so much.

He took a slow blink.
He understood the context but every day he now deeply longed for
the moment she would say this and wear his ring. He kept trying to
clear his head this evening, but something was bothering him. Since
he’d finished his errands today, the thought of going back to New
York had been fucking with him. He was certainly looking forward to
going back and making a home with her but the thought of going back
to that house, walking through the same door he’d left…maybe
encountering those memories again, was troubling him even though
they’d had their reckoning. He was trying to put it aside and just
have a nice evening out, but he was struggling. “Of course,
darling,” he said, returning her smile, “I'd be happy to.” He
looked up for their waiter who was walking toward them with an ice
bucket and a bottle of wine.

“Mister Dixon, it’s a
pleasure to see you,” he said, smiling at the couple. “My name is
Graham and I’ll be your server for this evening.”

“Graham, good to see
you as well,” Cole said. Mason shot an impressed glance at him.
Wow. He really went all out for this.

“This is the Moscato
you requested,” Graham said, as he set up the stand and ice bucket.
Mason tried to smile but something else had her attention.

Cole was looking at
his phone and appeared to be messaging someone. She’d always known
him to be a very “in the moment person”. She looked at him long
enough to finally catch his eye. She shook her head, trying to
communicate that she wasn’t comfortable with what he was doing. He
raised his brow but gave no sign that he understood but he turned
his attention back to Graham who was gently sinking the bottle into
the ice bath, rotating it slowly to cool.

As Graham turned to
the task of opening the bottle, Cole once again began messaging.
She looked sharply at him once again and he glanced sideways in her
direction. “Were you not able to get everything settled today?” She
asked, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt.

He looked at her,
clearly irritated. “I was. I’m, uh…I’m sorry, luv, I just have one
thing…” he said, a bit snappish. He felt apprehensive and anxious,
and he was taking it out on her. Fuck. “I really am sorry. I
can’t…nothing. Just don’t worry about it, please.”

“Cole, if you’re not
up to this tonight we can…”

“I’m fine,” he said a
bit loudly. He looked around. “Christ.” He rubbed his forehead,
trying to remain composed. “Mason, I’m so sorry. I’m…I just.” He
looked at her, helpless to explain why his mood had so quickly
deteriorated.

“What’s on your
mind?” She said sharply.

Her challenging tone
did nothing to help his irritability, but he tried to stay even.
“Honestly, Mason, I’m not sure…”

“Not sure of
what?”

“I…of this…of what
we’re…”

“Of us? A hell of a
time to bring it up.” Her irritation was escalating, and she was
getting more uncomfortable with his moodiness in this very public
place.

He lowered his brow
and fixed her with a grim stare. “Don’t, Mason,” he warned. “You’re
jumping to conclusions. I’m just having…”

“What then?” She
asked in a hushed tone.

“Please, just calm
the fuck down,” he said, raising his voice in his frustration.

She froze. The look
on her face clearly said what she wasn’t about to and that
was…she’d had enough of his shit. She stood up and snatched her
purse from the table. Turning on her heel, she quickly headed for
the door.

Cole looked at a
rather shocked Graham. “Hold that bottle,” he said, turning toward
her retreating figure. He was quite surprised at how fast she was
able to move across the restaurant in four-inch Louies. He followed
her towards the exit and as he neared the door, the maître d’
approached him, but Cole cut him off. “Please hold our table,” he
said firmly as he slipped the maître d’ a fifty-pound note. “We’ll
be back shortly. Put the wine on ice, please.”

He went out through
the door and onto the sidewalk. He looked left and saw Mason
walking toward the ranks. If she got in a cab, it would be a chase.
He ran towards her and caught her arm just as she reached for the
handle on the taxi door.

“Stop, darling,
please, stop,” he said, pulling her hand away. Firmly holding her
arm, he led her across the sidewalk to a small alley between the
brick buildings. She pulled loose from him and looking into her
eyes, he could see her fury. He backed down his thoughts and stood
facing her, somewhat winded, trying to decide what, if anything to
say next. He looked down the alley and out the other side was a
small green area. He held out his hand and she took it silently. He
carefully led her through and out the other side where there
appeared to be a small park, of sorts though there wasn’t much to
it but a few metal benches and some bins. He led her to the closest
bench and bid her sit with him.

“I’m sorry, Mason,”
he started, still trying to catch his breath.

“Cole, just…shut up,”
she said, annoyed.

He bristled at her
abruptness, but he swallowed his retort and stayed quiet. The
flaming anger in her eyes told him this was a very good time for
him to stay still and listen.

“I don’t know what
your problem is, Cole, but if you wanted to ruin a nice evening for
me, we could have just stayed home and fought about something.”
Mason was livid but, as always, even in her anger, she graciously
stopped to consider his feelings first. “What the fuck is going on
with you,” she said slightly calmer, “You’re about half here
tonight and half somewhere else and when I try to talk to you, you
raise your voice at me? I tolerate a lot, Cole, but you will
mind your manners and watch your tone with me when we’re out. I
have never seen you…”

“I know. I’ve never
seen me like this either,” he said, his frustration rising. “You
look fucking amazing tonight and here I am, me an absolute nobody,
with the most beautiful woman on earth and I can’t get out of my
own fucking head,” he said, nearly shaking.

“What happened?” She
asked.

“When?”

“Today,” she said
abruptly. “Clearly something happened today.”

“How the fuck do you
always know?” He snapped back.

“It’s a fucking
talent now spill.”

“I don’t know about
going back to New York.” The words came out in a tangled mess of
raw emotion and pain. “Going back there has been fucking with my
head all day. The goddamn threat of the memories that I don’t know
if I can face…no, I mean…of course, I can with you…but…” Tears
began to roll down his face. He looked at her absolutely helpless.
For everything they’d come through, for as much as he wanted to be
her strength, he felt like he was utterly losing his today “and I
just keep wondering, Mason…what if?”

Her eyes widened “Is
that what this was about? What happens when we get back to New
York?”

“I…yes, Mason.”

“Are you referring
to…”

“Don’t say it,” he
cautioned, softly, “please.”

She stopped. She
couldn’t bear to see the tears in his eyes. She retrieved a makeup
wipe from her purse. “Come here,” she said. She softened her
expression as he leaned in. She gently wiped his face, careful not
to smudge his eyeliner. “We’ve talked about this, but I’ll go over
it again if it helps. I made a mistake, Cole,” she said more
calmly. She looked closer at him and could plainly see he was
reliving that last miserable day in New York, every moment and all
the pain. It flashed behind his eyes like a gathering storm, grey
and unmistakable. “All this time we’ve mended fences and rebuilt
the dikes. Every day that we’ve sworn to change, to be each other’s
strength. Are you saying that all these weeks, you've never stopped
re-living it, that last day?” She asked.

“That’s not true
either, Mason,” he said, the last vestiges of his pain simmering in
his undertone. “Today, as I was settling up all my affairs, I guess
I got caught up in it again, the pain and the doubt. I just don't
know if I can draw you close enough to me to be the only one,
you'll ever love, the only one you trust completely…”

“You know I trust
you. If I didn’t, then what was last night even about?”

“I mean with your
heart,” he said quietly. He looked at her, feeling for just a
moment that this may have all been for naught if he couldn't
overcome his own lack of confidence.

She knew. She now
knew what he was trying to show her, and the anguish of that memory
seared through her spirit once more. She sat up straighter and
squared her shoulders. “I said I will be the woman you can trust
and rely on. I’ll be for you the same things you promised to be for
me, your help, your peace, and I meant that, and I mean it now.
I’ll take care of myself when we have to be apart, not be the
insecure mess I used to be. You’re giving me the security and
strength I need to be that better person. In the end, however, what
I say doesn’t matter. All I can really do is show you that my heart
belongs to only you as we continue to build this perfect life
together. You said that you were just going to trust me. I didn’t
have to earn it or prove anything, but this doesn’t really feel
like you meant that. If all you're going to do is continue to doubt
me and you're not going to actually forgive me and never truly
trust me, then…what are we doing in love?”

He looked into her
eyes helplessly and somewhat shocked and ashamed. He suddenly
realised he’d been so laser focused on what he wanted for her and
from her that he’d completely lost sight of her intentions. He
looked down into his hands. He needed a minute to think. He looked
back into her eyes and took her hand in his. “I'm sorry, my love. I
truly am. I've let you down.” He sighed, taking a moment to gather
his thoughts and process this new realization. “Some part of me
still blamed you for something that wasn't ever your intent. I'm
ashamed to say, although I promised to, trust has never been easy
for me…”

“And maybe I made
that worse,” she said quietly, “made you not trust me completely as
you wanted to?”

“No. No, not at all.
You and I both know that we can’t make each other do, feel, or
think anything we don’t want to. You can’t make me not trust you or
trust you.”

“There’s got to be a
way to inspire trust in you,” she said.

“No. That's not for
you to do. It's something that I said I would do, and I've got to
work my way round to keeping that promise to you and myself.”

“Cole. Look, when we
go back to New York, we still have to work through things. Stuff is
gonna come up but…we’re home. We’re together and as long as we’re
together, we can fix anything. This is just one of those affairs
that can’t be all tidied up before we go back.”

“I know you’re right.
I wish I had talked to you earlier, before we came out.” He looked
into her eyes for comfort. “I’m sorry about this evening.”

“Evening’s not over
yet,” she said, smiling.

“Can you forgive me?”
He asked, as he gently caressed her cheek.

“Of course, I forgive
you. Cole, I’m not about expecting or waiting for apologies. Why
waste time waiting for an apology when we can talk things out,
forgive and keep enjoying our life? I should hope that every time I
do something you're unhappy with, you're not going to hold a grudge
for days or demand a kneeling confession.”

He paused for a few
moments to process what she’d said. It was beautiful to him that
she cherished their time together as if it were quite limited. He
placed his finger under her chin and drew her to him for a light
kiss on her lips. “I don’t need a confession, but I'll always like
to see you on your knees,” he said teasingly as he sat back,
holding her gaze. There was a hint of a new air of confidence about
her and in the last vestiges of the fading sunlight, she absolutely
beamed. He stood up and took her hand. As she rose, he pulled her
to him and held her close. He buried his face in her neck, planting
small kisses just under her ear as she kissed his neck in return.
“I never want you to feel that I don't completely and wholly love
you,” he said softly. He pulled back and looked into her eyes.

“I love you, too,
Cole,” she said. She leaned in to kiss his lips and he met her
advance with an eager, warm, wet kiss, sinking into the shiver he
always got when she rimmed his lips with her tongue. He gently
kissed her neck one more time.

“Still hungry?” He
asked, pulling back from her.

“Yes. I’m starving,
honey,” she giggled.

They returned to the
restaurant and the maître d’ reseated them at their table. Cole
asked the waiter to bring a second bottle of wine and they enjoyed
a delicious lamb Henry, a meal they’d shared at the pub in New
York. As they finished dessert, Mason caught his gaze as he reached
for the bottle of wine.

“What’s on your mind,
darling,” he said as he emptied the bottle between their
glasses.

“So, we’re heading
back to New York tomorrow,” she said. “When I get back, I have a
project that needs my attention, and you have your contract.”

“Yes, my love.”

“You’re staying with
me,” she said firmly. She steeled her expression. “No hotel. No
living apart and we’re going to build our home together, right?”
He’d said this morning that he would without doubt but after this
conversation, she just needed his reassurance that his intent was
still the same.

He looked at her with
his best poker face, but he knew, if he really was the Labrador he
imagined himself to be at times, his tail would be wagging like
Brie’s. He drew deep on his wine.

“Stop playing,” she
said, giggling.

He laughed, nearly
choking on his wine. “You can always read me can’t you,
sweetheart?”

“Pretty much,” she
said, taking his hand in hers. “Come live with me and be my love.
Please,” she said, with a half grin.

Cole raised his
brows. “Poetry, too?” He lost himself in thought for a moment. This
had been one of his favorite poems, way back when he was with
Alessia. Shaun had shown it to him, and he considered reading it to
her at their wedding. Now hearing what he’d long forgotten coming
from the most beautiful lips he’d ever kissed, the words breathed
with a new and vibrant life. “Christopher Marlowe, I believe,” he
said. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her soft, shimmery
skin. He sat back and looked at her. “Yes, my beloved. We stay
together. We build our home.”

 



CHAPTER 24

 


The flight was
uneventful and despite her promise to keep him awake, they both
fell asleep soon after the in-flight breakfast.

“Cole, honey,” she
said, softly nudging him.

He opened his eyes
reluctantly. “What time is it, my love?”

“Eleven thirty AM,
local time,” she said.

“Hm, half eleven.” He
looked at her sideways. “Didn’t take you long to start telling time
wrong.” He shook his head.

“Shush,” she giggled.
“Buckle up for landing,” she said, clicking her seatbelt into
place.

“You know, if
something goes wrong, this plane just smashes the fuck to bits. A
seatbelt…”

“Well, aren’t you a
ray of sunshine,” she snipped.

He laughed, “Oh
Darling, are we fighting already?”

She giggled. “Ohmygod
just buckle up.”

###

“Not gonna lie, I
kinda got used to being driven around in London,” she said as she
maneuvered her way through the airport traffic.

He took her hand.
“You can’t fool me. You haven’t stopped smiling since we got in the
car,” he said. “You missed this city, didn’t you?”

“Didn’t you?”

“Honestly, I did, a
little. I love London, even the seedy side but the energy there is
different,” he said. “Here it’s like something that is always
pushing, always moving and you get the feeling that something
exciting and good is going to happen any minute...Oh you missed the
exit for VanWyck.”

She giggled. “Oh,
you’re a back seat driver now?” She merged onto the Belt parkway
and headed west.

“No,” he chuckled,
“I’m a side seat driver. I’m sorry, my love. I thought we were
heading home.”

“We are,” she
said.

He looked at her,
confused but resigned himself to letting her navigate. He closed
his eyes. He was tired from the early morning flight and the jetlag
was already getting to him.

“Sweetheart, honey
wake up,” she softly cajoled.

He heard her voice
from what seemed like miles away. “Fuck, I’m sorry, darling, I,
uh…mmm, I fell asleep. Guess I’m just…” He looked out through the
windscreen. The carpark looked very familiar but…maybe just
similar…“Where are we?”

She was smiling
bigger than he’d ever seen, like a child on Christmas morning.

“We’re home,
honey.”

He looked out through
the windscreen again. There was the door, the skywalk, the
building. “Good Christ, Mason. This isn’t Long Island…What’s
happened?” He got out of the car and walked to the edge of the roof
and looked out. He knew this view. She casually walked over next to
him in the same place they’d stood the first night they’d come
here. He looked over at her. “I am made of questions and you’re
grinning like the Cheshire cat,” he giggled. “Mason, what is
this?”

She took his hand.
“Come on, baby. I’ll show you.”

Just as they’d done
that first night, she led him across the skywalk to the elevator.
When she slid the key for the penthouse, he nearly broke. “Oh,
Mason…don’t tell me…” The doors opened. He stood very still for a
moment, taking it all in.

The privacy blinds
were open, and the noonday sun shone into a bright, freshly painted
apartment. There were some art pieces now hung on the previously
barren walls. One particular piece caught his eye on the wall to
the far left, a large portrait of the two of them from the New
Year’s Eve cruise.

“Oh, shit,” she
muttered, as they both walked over to look at it.

“Did you have this
done?” He asked.

“I didn’t,” she
replied. She thought hard for a minute. “But I remember that now.
There was a couple we were talking to…he was a local comedian.”

“Right, I remember
him. Hilarious, and he caught us laughing at one of his jokes. I
remember he said no one laughed at his jokes so he wanted our
picture to remember that one time,” Cole started laughing at the
memory. “But how did that end up here?”

“Before we went up on
deck,” she continued, “you went to get some champagne and I asked
him to send me the pic. I thought it really captured us in a very
candid moment.” She took a moment to look at the portrait again and
remember that beautiful, romantic night. “Anyway, I sent it to Jay
the next day. I’ll bet that’s how this got here.”

“Jay? I don’t
understand…”

“Oh, honey, Jay has
been rooting for us since the possibility came around for us to
hire…” She stopped short and he caught her gaze.

He looked at her for
a long moment. His processing speed was picking up quickly. “Hire?
Hire whom?” He asked, evenly.

She slow blinked to
give herself a second to think. She cleared her throat and turned
to face him. “Hey,” she said softly. “Let’s get the bags out of the
car and get things put away.”

“Mason,” he said
firmly.

“Cole,” she said
sharply, cutting him off. She softened her expression. “Look,
honey. There’s a lot more here to show you but I promise, I’ll
explain it all.”

“Right,” he said
slowly. “Ok, let’s get the bags.”

They brought their
luggage into the apartment, and he put it next to the dining table.
He looked around once more. “Ok, so new furniture.” He stepped down
into the sunken living room, chuckling. “The sofa! Our sofa.”

“Yes, of course I
kept that,” she said, pausing for a moment. “It was pretty much the
only furniture I kept.”

He was beginning to
get an idea of what had happened. He looked at the little table
next to the window. “What no puzzle?” He said, trying to redirect
her.

She laughed. “No. No
puzzle. Maybe we can pick one out that we can both stand to work
on.”

“Yes, we will,
definitely. Maybe one with some puppies.” His stuffie self was
peeking out again.

She hadn’t seen it in
SO long that it brought a tear. She grinned through.

He took her arm and
walked her to the kitchen. “This has been remodeled,” he said.

“Yes, it has,” she
said as she examined the new marble countertops, island, and subway
tile backsplash. “Do you like the grey?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s
gorgeous. The backsplash, new stove, all of that looks amazing. The
counter is gone but I see the island has seating.” He turned and
looked at her, impressed. “Well done, my love.”

“And,” she said,
walking to the cupboard next to the sink. She opened it and pulled
out a handmade, wooden wine rack. “What we were trying to do,” she
chuckled.

“Whoa, absolutely
perfect,” he breathed. He picked out a bottle of wine. “Kathryn
Hall Cab Sauv 2019. I’m impressed.”

“Well, you should
be,” she said. “Let’s see the rest and we’ll open that to
celebrate.”

He couldn’t stop
smiling. There was so much to say. He suddenly remembered. He set
the bottle on the counter and took her hand. “Please, Mason, tell
me…”

“Tell you what?”

He led her to the
hallway and the first door on the right. He closed his eyes and
took a breath before opening the door. “There it is!” He breathed
deep the lilac scent. “The lavender room.” He turned and looked at
her, an expression of wonder overtaking his face.

“Yes, honey. It’s
just like we had it.”

“I see, the dresser,
the mirror…” He stopped short. There on the nightstand was her
friendship lamp. “You kept it at your bedside?” He asked.

“I did,” she
replied.

He walked to her and
kissed her forehead. “You kept everything just the way it was…And
you’ve been sleeping here?”

“No, I haven’t.” she
looked up at him.

“What? Never mind.”
He kissed her cheek. “You can tell me later.” He looked across the
hall and saw the door to what used to be the guest room. He walked
out past her and opened it.

He expected to see a
bed and other furniture but instead, there were two desks facing
each other with executive office cabinetry and monitors. “This is
the office…our office,” she said uneasily. She gestured to the desk
on the right side of the room. This is my desk and um, this one is
yours.” She walked to his desk and pulled out the middle drawer.
She took out the small device and handed it to him. “I found that
at some point. I guessed it was yours.”

He looked at it with
wonder. He knew exactly what it was. “Randall,” he said softly. “My
prototype. It helped me crack the case at 303.” He looked at her,
incredulous. “You kept it. Why?”

“It was something
that was close to you…I just…I needed something,” she said, her
eyes filling with tears.

He pulled her to him.
He hoped the day that he would no longer feel guilty for leaving
her would come sooner than later. “No, Darling. I’m here now.
Don’t, sweetheart.” He pulled away and wiped her tears with his
hand. “Thank you for holding onto it for me.” He leaned in and
kissed her forehead.

“Of course,” she
said, trying to giggle through the tears. “Come on,” she said,
wiping her eyes. She took his hand and led him down the hall to the
bathroom. “This is pretty much the same. I had the tile updated and
the shower is walk-in now.”

“Wow. This looks
vaguely like the Equinox,” he said excitedly.

“I won’t say that
wasn’t an inspiration,” she chuckled. “I went with the darker green
tiles for the same reason. I really liked the relaxing shower room
there.”

“Me too.” He looked
at her with a sly grin. He paused, allowing himself a moment to
sink into her beautiful blue eyes. “Alright, now. Let’s see
it.”

She knew what he
meant, and she was anxious too. She took his hand and they walked
together to the dungeon door. He opened it and walked inside with
her.

“I uh…made a few
changes. The mattress on the bed has been upgraded and the frame’s
been reinforced which makes the hardware sturdier.”

His mind flashed back
to all the ways he’d restrained her in his own dungeon and his
breath caught slightly. “I have some items to add from my place,”
he murmured.

“But you sold your
place,” she said, confused.

“I did but not
everything in it went with the sale,” he chuckled as he put his
arms around her.

She looked up at him
from under her lashes. “Mmmmm, I can’t wait to see. When does it
get here?”

“Next week,” he
replied. He leaned in and kissed her deeply, allowing her to rim
the inside of his lips, something he constantly craved. “Bit
naughty, that.” he murmured.

She smiled.
“Yep.”

“Right, beloved.
Let’s go open that wine and you can tell me how all of this came
about.”

He brought the bottle
and two glasses to the couch. Sitting here now it seemed like he’d
never left. He was incredibly happy to be back with her, back in
this apartment and “Darling, I know you loved the house on Long
Island, and I can probably imagine why you didn’t want to stay
there but what made you decide to come back here?”

“You’re right about
the Long Island house…but I didn’t love it,” she said softly. “I
loved you. You made that place a home. Without you, it was cold.
Just as cold and unfamiliar as when I first saw it.”

“I’m sorry, Mason,”
he said quietly.

“No. No apologies. I
doubt that if you hadn’t left that we could have stayed there. It
might have torn us apart forever,” she said.

“Can we talk about
it?” He asked.

“Yes,” she replied,
evenly.

“If you’re
triggered…”

“Cole,” she
interrupted, “you don’t heal by avoiding triggers. You heal by
facing them and working through.”

He looked at her for
a long moment. There was an emerging vibrant strength in her. He
didn’t know if it was due to what they’d been working through, but
he’d certainly never seen it before. “Yes, darling, exactly
right.”

“So,” she said,
pulling on her wine, “what do you want to know?”

He took a fairly long
drink as well. “How long did you stay?”

“Maybe 2 months after
you left.”

“So not long before
you came to London, then.”

“Right,” she was
treading into deep water. She sighed, resigning herself. If he was
on this path of questioning to determine why he was back in New
York, she’d come clean. She had to tell him eventually.

He drained his glass
and refilled it. His processing was racing. “Then…how long have you
been here?”

“To be honest, I
pretty much saw this when you did.”

“You weren’t living
here before you came to London?”

“No. I got moved
while I was gone. Remember the morning the friendship lamp went
off?”

“Movers?”

“Yep.”

“Well, you’re
consistent,” he chuckled.

“Yeah,” she grinned,
“but I stayed in a much less luxurious hotel this time.”

He looked at her
carefully. He was putting it together bit by bit. “Amazing this was
still available.” He took another drink.

She took a deep
breath. Here we go. “Actually, it wasn’t.”

“I didn’t think so,”
he said quietly. “So how did you manage to get back here?”

She took a deep draw
on her wine. “I bought it.”

He couldn’t hide his
shock. “You bought…this apartment?” He had been coming to New York
long enough to know roughly what 3000 square feet cost in Brooklyn.
It was cheaper to stay in hotels.

“Kinda…”

His phone buzzed.
“One moment, darling. It’s an email…got my client details.” He
looked at the email. She watched his expression as he began to
click the pieces into place. He slowly looked up at her. “Mason,”
he said gravely.

“Yes,” she
whispered.

“Mason…why exactly
were you in London?” He asked softly.

She slow blinked to
give herself a moment to think. She swallowed hard. “Do you want to
know the whole story of how I got back here?”

He was beginning to
be easily able to read her tell. He pulled hard on his wine again.
“Go on.”

“I had to come
back here, Cole. It was the last place I was happy.”

“I feel like there’s
a ‘but’ coming.”

“But I wasn’t happy
without you. I needed you back with me. You made this a peaceful,
pleasant space…and…you know, you kept texting…” She was getting
nervous. She couldn’t read his mood, his reaction, only the
revelation itself showing on his face. “Anyway. This place wasn’t
available, so I asked Jay to help me.”

“Help you…do what?”
He asked. His brain was telling him what the reality was, but he
refused to accept it.

“Buy this.”

“Buy what exactly,
Mason?”

She stood up and went
to the kitchen. “Another bottle? That one is kicked.”

He followed her. She pulled a bottle of Caymus Cabernet. He slowly
walked up behind her. He put his hands in his pockets, watching her
close the cabinet and open the bottle. She turned around and he
looked into her eyes, making it impossible for her to hide anything
further.

“The building,” she
said plainly. “Refill?” She walked past him and headed for the
sofa.

He was stunned. “The
building. The whole fucking building,” he said, sitting down facing
her. “You wanted to be back in this apartment so…you bought…the
fucking building?”

“No, now I never said
I bought it.”

“Right. Jay helped
you.” He was incredulous.

“Ok but listen. He
just did the research. The firm. The firm actually owns the
building.”

“And you just live
here?”

“Kinda?”

“And that firm
wouldn’t happen to be…” He picked up his phone. “Carter, Franklin,
and Garris?”

“It would…in fact…”
she said.

“Jesus Christ,” he
said, still in shock. “So let me get this straight. You’re my
client, and this building is my project. How the hell…?”

“Ta daaa?” She said
softly.

He stared at her for
a long moment. He shook his head and smiled. “Mason, what have you
done?” He chuckled. “Darling, you need to fill in aaalll the
blanks.”

She breathed a sigh
of relief. “Ok,” she giggled. “Come on.” She grabbed her keycard.
“Let’s take a walk around.”

The building only had
four floors and the penthouse. It wasn’t a huge building, but the
prior owner had done well in dividing it up for office space.
Mason’s company had only made a few changes and most of what
remained to be done was waiting on Cole to do the new cable. They
went down to the first floor and the doors opened into a large
office space, partitioned by cubicles. Cole looked around, taking
in the layout.

“So, you remember
when you were here before,” she started, “the building was all
residences. A development company bought the building, and they
started renovations to turn it into an office building.”

“They must have moved
quickly to get all this done,” he said.

“Yeah, they did a
lot, but our people have been working in here for about a month.
Most things were done except common areas, bathrooms weren’t done,
no lunchrooms, and there were no reception areas.”

“Why didn’t they
finish?” Cole asked.

“They ran out of
money.”

“Ahhh. So that’s how
you were able to buy it.”

“It took a bit, but I
made the deal myself. They were asking forty million.”

“I know you didn’t
pay that. I’ve watched you shop. Did you use some discount code
or…?”

She laughed.
“Bitch…yes. Kinda. They were only in about twenty-five million, so
I offered cash thirty and they took it.” She smiled at him, fairly
proud of herself.

His head was spinning
with the way she so casually talked about moving tens of millions
of dollars. “Christ Mason. That’s bold as fuck.”

“Thank you,” she
said, slightly bowing to him. She continued to the back elevator
and took him up to the third floor. This was configured differently
with large conference rooms, Zoom rooms, and guest offices. “So,
this floor is for the tenants to use as they wish. We thought it
would be helpful to have a pool of conference rooms and guest
offices that they can reserve. If each tenant had to maintain a
conference room, they are either going to have it empty for days
then possibly need more than one on other days. This way, each
tenant has the room they need on the days they need them. At least
there’s a larger potential.”

“That’s brilliant.
Really. So, you’ve been getting amenities in. What about
tenants?”

“We have six. The
previous owners got them in and when we came in and pushed opening
out about six months, none of them bailed.”

“Wow,” he said
looking at the space. As they walked through the suite of
conference rooms, he was looking inside each one. “It looks like
you have ethernet jacks…”

“Yes, the wiring has
all been reconfigured for the space. Jacks are all in the floor,
but…”

“Right. I was told
this is a complete rip out.”

“We tested and
there’s connectivity. They’re all live but then we looked behind
the walls.”

She went up on the
fourth floor to a small area that was still being built out. There
was a section of wall that hadn’t been plastered in and Cole
stepped behind it. He pulled out a small flashlight he always
carried. “Shit. I see it.” He shone the light on the wire bundles
that were neatly tied coming in from the jacks. The coating wasn’t
completely compromised but it had thinned in many areas he could
plainly see.

“Right. Jay and I
could have figured that out, even if the inspectors hadn’t shown it
to us.”

He looked down into
the void behind the walls then stepped back into the room. He
pulled out his phone and made quite a few notes. When he was done,
he holstered his phone and looked up at her. “We need to talk.”

Fear ran through her
once again, but she took a deep breath and tried not to panic.

They walked back into
the apartment, and he took her hand and led her to the couch. He
filled their glasses with the Caymus and sat back.

“Questions?” She
asked.

He looked at her from
under his brow. “Mason. You bought this whole building…”

“Well, the firm
did.”

“Right. Your firm did
but why?”

She took a deep
breath. “I wanted to move back here, plain and simple. In the end,
Ben and Jay looked at it and realized it would be a great
investment. We’d talked about doing this a couple years ago,
getting our firm into property management, but we hadn’t moved on
it. I was actually willing to buy the building myself…”

“Yourself? Mason.
Thirty million dollars…”

“But Ben stepped in
and bought it as an asset for the firm.”

He breathed deep. He
pulled at his wine. “But…why?” He leveled a stern look at her that
clearly conveyed he was done with the subterfuge.

“Full disclosure. I
wanted to move back here because I hoped that we would fix things.
I figured if I could get back into your orbit, we might be able to
talk, be able to try again, repair the damage. Then…if that miracle
came to pass, and you somehow wanted to come back here with me,
there was no way in hell we were coming back to that house.”

“And? Come on, the
rest of it.”

She sighed.
“Everything?”

“I want it no other
way. Go on.”

“Shaun and I talked a
lot. We were both trying to figure out a way to put you and me
together in the same place. Jay was trying to figure out the same
thing. When Jay saw that inspection report on the CAT5, he quickly
came to me and we set the wheels in motion to find your contractor
and ask them for someone to do the work,” she said nervously. She
was glad it was all out because even to her, she sounded cringey
and lovesick.

“You didn’t ask for
me specifically?”

“Brice asked me the
same question,” she said.

“Brice? You talked to
Brice? When?”

“The day after I
arrived.”

“So, Brice knew. The
whole time.”

She looked into his
eyes but could not get a read. His calm demeanor, emotionless
interrogation and steady, masked gaze were all conspiring to make
her terribly nervous. “I…he knew I was there, yes.”

Cole quickly ran back
all his conversations with Brice, the timing that he was in the
office while she was there. “We must have missed each other by
minutes,” he said softly. “Just as well…” he trailed off. After a
long minute, he cleared his throat. “Right, so you didn’t ask for
me specifically.”

“No. We would have
taken whoever he sent but we did ask for his best.” She took a deep
breath and looked at him carefully. His stoicism was unnerving in
this moment. “Anyway, he recognized me, and we talked briefly about
why I was there…he cares a lot about you, Cole.”

“He does,” he said
reflectively. “He’s always looked out for me like Shaun does. He’s
been wonderful to me, and I always find myself trying to make him
proud,” he chuckled.

She smiled, relieved
that he’d lightened up. “Well, when I said we demanded his best, he
sent you so I would say, mission accomplished.”

“That’s good to
hear,” he said, pulling on his wine.

“Fun fact. I was in
his office when he called you up at the Veterinary.” She smiled at
him coyly.

“Fucking hell,
really?” He said, laughing.

She giggled. “I was
and uh, I could be arsed, but I have enough on my plate without
having to find an installer, thanks.”

“Shit. You heard
that,” he said sheepishly.

She laughed, “I did.
It’s fine.”

He looked at her
lovingly. “It sounds like a lot of people were cheering for us,
wanting us to win.”

“They were. I know
this all seems like a crazy thing…”

“At least,
Mason…”

“But I would have
moved Heaven and Earth to put us back together.”

“You damn near
have…so you did all this…for us?”

“I did.”

“But you personally
had to have lost on the deal. You can’t sell and manage.”

“I actually have a
very sweet deal here. I’m making commissions on the tenants, a mil
in salary for managing and inclusion on only the top deals at the
firm.”

He nodded.

“But if I hadn’t done
it all, I might have lost you…which is far more than I could have
afforded.”

“I’m stunned,” he
said softly. “I don’t know what to say.”

Suddenly, she began
to cry. As she had been running it all back, the gravity of this
journey, all of the tension swiftly came unraveled and she found it
impossible to hold herself together any longer. She put her face in
her hands.

“Shhh, Darling. Come
here,” he said gently, and he pulled her to him. He took their wine
glasses and put them on the table. He lay back on the sofa and
tucked her under his arm. He held her quietly, stroking her hair
until she became calm again. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” she said,
sniffling.

“I don’t even know
how to process this, Mason,” he said. “May I be honest with
you?”

“Of course.”

“Part of my fear of
coming back here was going back to that house. Understand that if
you had stayed there, I would have assumed that you just loved the
house and I would have worked like hell to make that our home,” he
said.

“I couldn’t have
that, Cole. I knew the day you left that I was never going to stay
in that house.”

“But you didn’t have
to come back…to this apartment…” He paused, not knowing how to
continue.

“This was the last
place I was truly happy,” she said. “I knew that even if you didn’t
come back, I'd still be happier here without you than in Long
Island.”

“Jesus Christ,
Darling,” he breathed. “This was a gutsy move. No question. I can’t
believe it.”

She sat up on her arm
and looked down into his eyes. “Does it make you happy?”

He looked at her for
a long moment, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. “I’m
absolutely ecstatic to be here, darling. Honestly, there were
several times while we were together in London where I thought
about the times we spent here and how happy they were, and I was a
little sad that we wouldn’t be coming back to Brooklyn. In my
wildest dream, I didn’t think this place would be home so that’s
one more dream you’ve made come true. I want to say thank you, but
it sounds so inadequate to express how I feel about everything
you’ve done.”

She smiled sleepily
and kissed his cheek. She settled back under his arm and closed her
eyes. “You’re welcome, baby.”


CHAPTER 25

 


“I’m glad we could
get this done today, Steve,” she said.

“This looks good,
Mason,” Steven said as he began packing up his laptop. “I’m sure
it's going to work for us. I’m headed back to the office now and
I’ll get a wire transfer to Cole.”

Mason had been
working in her home office with her financial officer all morning,
reviewing a customer portal and application that Cole had designed
to help the building’s clients manage their tenancy, contracts, and
payments. Cole had proposed the app to her as a way to make her job
easier. After some analysis, Steve had concluded that it would save
her nearly sixty hours a month as she’d only have to deal with the
late receipts, and she could update contracts in one place and push
them out to the client portal when she was finished. Cole had
promised to bring ease to her life and this first foray had been
decidedly successful.

Mason heard the
elevator door open from her office. She headed out to find a dust
covered Cole coming in. “Aww, sweetheart,” she giggled. “You’ve
been through it today.”

He laughed. “I kinda
have. Shit. I tried to blow this off downstairs with the
compressor, but it didn’t work.”

“Damn. Come here,”
she said, walking to the wall vacuum next to the dining table.
“I’ll suck you off,” she whispered.

“Mason,” he giggled.
“You’re a very bad girl,” he whispered back, winking. “Alright but
just this once.”

She turned on the
device and vacuumed his clothes. “Not bad,” she said as she
finished sweeping up around his feet. “Stay here so you don’t track
this in. Lemme get you a laundry bag.” She walked back the hall
just as Steve appeared from the office. Cole turned around quickly,
somewhat startled. “And you are?” He demanded.

“Oh, I’m uh, I’m
Steven Briggs, the financial officer from Mason’s firm. He walked
over to Cole and extended his hand.

Cole shook his hand.
“I see and your business here is?” He asked, softening his tone a
bit.

Steve looked
uncomfortable but he smiled trying to shake the awkwardness of this
confrontation. “Mason has been showing me the app you’ve made for
us. I think it’s going to be very helpful for our clients and for
her. It looks uh…it looks good. You did an excellent job.”

“Ah,” Cole responded,
relaxing a bit, “I’m glad for that then. You’ll let me know if you
need anything else.”

“Certainly,” Steve
said.

Mason walked out from
the hallway. “Hey, I see you’ve met,” she said, handing the laundry
bag to Cole.

“Yes,” Steven said
cheerfully. “Good to finally meet you, Cole.”

“Right,” Cole said, a
forced smile on his face. “Good to meet you as well.”

“Thanks again, Steve.
Let me know when we can start adding the database and documents,”
Mason said nervously as she walked Steve to the elevator. She
swiped her card and was never happier that the elevator was still
there. Steve stepped in and he waved as the doors closed. Mason
could feel the tension, but she wasn’t sure what had happened.

“You Ok?” She asked
as she turned around to Cole.

He was stripping off
the dust laden clothes and carefully putting them in the bag. He
looked up at her. “Yeah, I’m alright. You?”

She walked over to
him and took the bag. “Just seemed like there was some…so you met
Steve.”

“Yes. I…Sorry. I
wasn’t expecting anyone to be here. He just startled me a little.”
He leaned in and lightly kissed her cheek. “I’m off for a shower,
darling,” he said and headed to the bathroom.

She put the bag by
the elevator door then walked back the hall. She wondered if this
was the first glimpse of Cole’s trust issues manifesting or if it
was just a knee jerk reaction. She decided to see if he was up for
a little shower chat and knocked on the door. Maybe I can feel
him out a little.

“Come in,
sweetheart,” he called as he stepped into the shower.

“Join me?” He asked,
smiling lewdly as she walked in.

“You’re a bad boy,”
she said, with a seductive grin.

“I think my bad is
kinda good,” he quipped. “What’s on your mind, darling, or are you
just lonely? I do love our little washroom chats,” he chuckled.

“Maybe a little. Just
want to be close to you,” she said, sitting on the vanity.

“That’s sweet,” he
replied. “The dust is caked in my hair.”

“Do you need
help?”

“No, I think I’ve got
it,” he said, rinsing off and turning the water off. He stepped out
of the shower and walked over to stand in front of her.

She reached out and
hugged him.

“Darling, I’m
soaked,” he chuckled, as he lay his head on her shoulder.

“I don’t care,” she
said softly as the water from his hair and skin soaked through her
blouse.

“Hey,” he pulled away
and looked into her eyes, a beautiful deep blue that always pulled
him in. “Are you Ok? Did everything go Ok with Steve?” He grabbed a
towel and began to dry off.

And there it was.
Something in the way he asked if she was Ok gave her the distinct
impression he was worried about her safety while she was alone with
a man. “Everything went fine. They are going to buy your app,” she
said happily.

“Wow,” he said,
pulling on his jeans and shirt. “That’s great,” he said, grinning.
He walked over to her and picked her up off the vanity and hugged
her tightly. She kissed his neck before he put her down. “Get
dressed. I’ll buy dinner if you drive.”

###

As Mason was once
again weaving her way through midtown traffic, she began to feel a
sense of calm and a new positivity. The familiarity of Manhattan
was warm to her, like seeing family at the holidays. She felt
welcomed in New York and now, with Cole by her side, it was really
feeling like home. At the same time, there was a restlessness in
her spirit. She was beginning to feel a certain safety in her
independence and a renewed calling to her career. She was settling
into her new responsibilities easier than she’d thought she would,
and she’d begun mentally incubating a plan for a new professional
direction. It was ambitious and she was contemplating Cole’s
reaction to her idea when a call came from Jay.

“Hey dad!” Mason said
cheerfully.

“Hey, girl,” he said
somewhat subdued. “Back in town?”

“Hello, Jay!” Cole
called out.

“Oh hey, Cole. I hope
you're enjoying the Brooklyn digs.”

“I am very much. I’m
thrilled to be back there,” Cole said, giggling. “It's amazing. I
can’t, I just can’t believe it and we’re making quick progress on
the rip out.” He went back to scrolling through his phone.

“Great. I'm very
happy about that.”

“So, what's up?”
Mason asked.

“Mason, I have some
bad news, I guess…” he said tentatively.

“What is it?”

“It, uh…it looks
like…something bad may have happened to Reese,” he said.

Mason at once picked
up her phone and turned off the speaker. She glanced at Cole, but
he never looked up.

“What do you mean
‘bad’?” She asked, nervously.

“He seems to have
gone missing…about a month ago.”

“Oh my God!” She
looked at Cole again. He was simply typing, unbothered.

“An investigator from
the 15th precinct called us. I talked to him yesterday.
He wanted to see if we'd heard anything from him. Apparently, we
were his last employer,” Jay said quietly.

“Jesus,” she
breathed. “What about Colorado?”

“It looks like that
may have been a misunderstanding by his neighbor who, incidentally,
no one seems to know or remember except me. Even the landlord said
that apartment next to Reese’s had been vacant for six months, but
I know I talked to someone in there. Very odd,” Jay replied.

Mason looked over at
Cole once again. He was still intently typing on his phone.
“Well…where was he last?”

“The detective who
called me said he went back to Philadelphia and was staying with
family, which makes more sense than Colorado. The family said he
had a lead on a job and was going to Delaware for a while to check
it out. That was the last anyone saw him. There’s been nothing
since, no call, no email. His social accounts are all gone.”

She thought for a
minute. She had known he was on social media but, like her, he
wasn’t really into it. “I don’t know that he ever used them
much…”

“No, Lynnie, you
don’t understand. They’re not closed. It’s as if he never had the
accounts in the first place. I know he did because we always vet
that stuff and I have the clearance reports we ran but there’s
nothing on any of the platforms’ servers, they told me, and it’s
like his phone never existed. His carrier shows that his number has
never been issued.”

Mason had an odd
feeling. She once again looked at Cole, this time she tried to get
his attention, but he seemed intensely focused on whatever he was
doing on his phone. “What else did he say, Jay?”

“Lynnie…I told him
I’d talk to you…have you heard anything from him?” Jay asked
hesitantly.

“No,” she said
shakily. “Not at all. Not since he left that day…”

“Right,” he said,
cutting her off. He didn't want to bring up a bad memory. “I think
the family is going to declare him, um…deceased. I just thought you
should be aware.”

“I'm uh…I'm sorry to
hear it,” she said sadly. “Thank you for letting me know. I love
you, dad.”

“Love you too,
Lynnie.”

Mason disconnected
and replaced the phone in the mount. She looked carefully at Cole.
He was still typing. With all that, he never looked up. Never
looked to see if I was Ok. It had been her experience that,
when someone was on the phone, clearly upset, the normal reaction
from someone close by would be to at least look in their direction.
Cole never flinched.

“Lynnie?” He asked
without looking up.

She snapped a look of
surprise at him. If he could hear that, what else did he hear?
And how could he not react? She felt she shouldn’t ask right
now but eventually…“Yeah. Lynn is my middle name. Jay sometimes
calls me that,” she replied carefully.

“Mason Lynn Garris,”
he said affectionately. “It’s beautiful. Amazing what we don’t know
about each other and yet, we’re so deeply connected,” he said
calmly. He finished typing and put his phone away.

“Yes…amazing what we
don’t know,” she said, looking ahead as she navigated the traffic.
“What’s yours?” She asked, still thinking but trying not to get
distracted by her ruminations.

“My what?”

“Your middle name,”
she said.

“Which one?” He
asked, nonchalantly.

She laughed. “Don’t
tell me you have one of those long royal-sounding British
names.”

He chuckled. “In
fact, I do. Nicholas Bradley George Noah Dixon.”

She mentally ran
through the names. “Where did Cole come from?” She asked.

“Nicholas, of
course,” he said.

“Wait. Why don’t you
go by Nick?”

He straightened
himself in the seat and turned slightly towards her. “Because, my
lovely, ‘Cole’ means victory of the people. ‘Nick’ means to
steal.”

She took a beat.
“Well, then, Mister Dixon, ‘Cole’ it shall be henceforth,” she
chuckled.

He looked over at her
and gently brushed back a stray tendril from her cheek. He held her
hand, bringing it to his lips. “I'm always here for you, darling.
I’ll always protect you,” he whispered.

She smiled, touched
by his unexpected show of affection, albeit his choice of words
seemed…odd. She held his hand until they pulled into the valet at
the restaurant.

As they were seated,
Mason continued to wonder at Cole’s behavior. Was this merely his
typical “none of my business” habit or something else? She didn’t
want to consider that what Jay had said wouldn't be news to Cole.
Without meaning to, she’d become preoccupied with her thoughts and
had been relatively quiet and less than responsive during the wine
and appetizer courses.

It didn’t escape Cole
that she’d shut down a bit after her conversation with Jay. He
wanted to show her a good time tonight. Maybe she just needs to
talk about it. “Are you enjoying dinner? Everything alright,
darling?” Cole asked quietly.

“Yes, honey,” she
said pensively. “It’s lovely…And the best company, of course.” She
winked and smiled at him.

“It is,” he smiled
and returned her wink. He patted her leg gently under the table.
“What’s on your mind, sweetheart?” He asked.

She thought for a
moment. “I don’t know how to say, really.”

“Eyes on me,
Beloved.” He took a moment to read her expression. “Yeah…you’re
troubled…maybe scared. Let’s start with, do you want to talk about
it?”

She took a beat. She
looked around at the beautiful surroundings. Dinner was delicious
and, looking back at Cole, she felt lighter and happier, and she
didn’t want to mar the moment with this discussion. She smiled at
him, genuinely and kindly. She watched his expression change from
worry to one of warmth and love. “I don’t really. Honestly, it’s
not even worth worrying about.”

He leaned over and
kissed her neck, just beneath her ear. “I’m always here for you.
When you’re ready for me,” he whispered softly against her
skin.

She slow blinked. His
soft voice in her ear never failed to send a shiver into her soul.
She giggled and kissed his cheek as he pulled back.

“You know what that
does to me,” she said shyly.

“I do…and I hope that
reaction lasts until we get home.” he said quietly.

Cole placed his hand
on her leg and using his fingers, slowly began to pull the hem of
her skirt up. Mason tried to stay focused on dinner, but she was
locked in his gaze and his soft green hazel eyes were mesmerising
to her. He smiled as his fingers finally came to the edge of the
hem and he slipped his hand up the inside of her leg. She was
thankful for the long tablecloth concealing his progress, but she
couldn’t conceal the small involuntary gasps and soft cries his
caress was bringing from her.

He watched with an
ever mounting craving as her playful expression changed to blatant
passion as each of his touches moved further upward between her
soft thighs. He couldn’t resist the heightened risk of bringing
this out from her in a public place. She’d always seemed receptive
to his boldness in public, but she never seemed to want to take it
very far. Tonight, however, looking at the wanton expression on her
beautiful face, the flush across her chest, and her dilated pupils
set against the gorgeous azure of her eyes, he was beginning to
think she'd let him fuck her right here on the table with an
audience. The mere thought that she wanted him so deeply with near
reckless abandon brought forth an intense, primal arousal from him
that he couldn’t, nor was he willing to, conceal. As she nearly
involuntarily spread her legs, he signaled the waiter for the
check. He slid one finger inside her and watched as she slightly
arched her neck, trying not to make it obvious what he was doing
between her thighs. His hand was nearly soaked and she let out one
small moan.

“Oh, my dear,” he
said softly, “You are so ready for me, aren’t you.”

“Yes. Fuck yes,” she
whispered, breathlessly. She looked into his eyes, helpless, to
hide her raw lust.

The waiter returned
and placed the check on the table. Cole counted out cash and left
it on the bill tray. “Let’s go,” he growled.

As Mason drove away
from the valet stand, Cole slid into the middle of the seat. He
began kissing her neck as he slid his hand up under her skirt to
continue the interrupted play at the restaurant. He easily slipped
two fingers into her and rubbed her pearl as she tried her best to
concentrate on driving. His touch was having its intended effect.
She was soaked through her slip and skirt and as she finally pulled
into the parking garage, making her way to the roof, she couldn’t
help but calculate the bill for cleaning her upholstery. She
quickly parked in a far corner and pulled the brake. She turned and
looked at Cole. The hunger in his eyes was matched only by hers and
she’d never felt so eager to give herself to him. She could no
longer play coy or even slightly resist him when he laid bare his
passion for her like this. He’d become so very open and vulnerable
to her, and he didn’t hesitate to show her how much he craved her
anymore. She reached over and ran her hand through his long curls,
pulling him to her for a deep, wet kiss.

He wanted her now and
here. He'd decided hours ago that as soon as he could get her
alone, he would take her, wherever they were. His deep appreciation
for her beauty and the sweet grace she'd shown throughout this
special evening had sparked a profound desire in him, the intensity
of which had overcome his better judgment. There would be no going
into the apartment for comfort and privacy. He took her hair down
quickly and he tangled his hands in her curls as he filled her
mouth with his tongue. He started taking off her blouse when she
pulled away from him.

“Cole! Jesus, Christ,
we’re home. We can just go inside,” she panted. “Come on.”

“No, Mason,” he
growled, continuing to remove her blouse and bra. He pulled back
from her, grasping her face, roughly in his hand, inserting his
index finger into her mouth. He turned her face to his and locked
his eyes with hers.

She could taste
herself on this finger he'd had inside her earlier and he watched
as she closed her eyes, sucking hard. “Mason,” he said sharply,
jerking her jaw. “Do I have your fucking attention?”

She looked at him, a
bit fearfully. There it was. That dark side of him, emerging right
before her. She couldn’t read him in this state and his
unpredictability was deliciously frightening to her. She nodded
silently.

“You’re not leaving
this car until I’ve filled you, yes?” His voice was laden with
lust. He was trying to steady it, but it was a lost cause. He
slowly slid his finger out of her mouth, maintaining eye contact
with her as he removed his tie and shirt. He threw them in the back
and removed his trousers and briefs as he spoke. “For fuck’s sake,
I want you so fucking badly, I’m going to take you right here, do
you understand?”

She looked at him in
utter shock, nodding agreement to his request. He’d completely
undressed, and he seemed wholly possessed by his raw need for her.
“I…” she looked around. They were, for all intents and purposes
alone. She looked back at him, and he pulled her eagerly into a
hungry kiss, placing her hand on him. “Work me baby, please,” he
implored, softly. “I need your hands on me.” Her fingers trembled
with desire as if this were the first time she'd ever touched him.
She willingly did what he asked, as she entwined her tongue with
his, his hands desperately trying to find the enclosures on her
skirt. He pulled back, looking into her eyes, silently pleading
with her to submit to him, and as she looked down across his body,
his hardness in her hands, at the same time feeling his hands on
her, all she wanted was to…

He reclined in the
seat as she straddled him with her naked body. He brought his mouth
to her breast, teasing and biting her nipples, as his strong hands
guided her hips down onto him. She was so beautifully wet for him
that he easily slid deep into her. She looked down at him lovingly
as he worshiped the softness of her body with his mouth. The
exquisite intimacy of this moment flowed through her spirit, and
she knew she wanted this always and only with him. She matched his
thrusting with her hips. The sound of their flesh coming together,
coupled with his moans drove her arousal into a near frenzy. Her
rational thought slipped, and she became obsessed with pleasing him
in this moment, driving him over that edge, and the satisfaction of
him completely filling her.

The feel of the cold
leather against his bare skin and the contrasting warmth of her
body fully on top of him was pushing his excitement into that
darker place he’d always resisted, yet now, in his passion driven
mind, he gave himself over to it. He wanted nothing but to feel the
depths of her, the movement of her body, the sensations inside her,
and most of all, as he slipped his hand between their bodies and
rubbed her pearl while she continued to grind against him, he
wanted to feel her clenching hard around him. He often wondered if
she did that deliberately or if it was just a reaction of her
beautiful body to his touch but whatever it was, he was willing to
do anything to feel it again as he thrust deep into her. Her moans
changed as she got closer to her edge, and he found himself nearly
pounding her yet trying to hold back. When he finally heard her
breath stop, he let himself sink into a fevered orgasm that took
his breath as well. His entire being shook with the intensity and
he cried out as he pulled her body tight to him.

She felt the steady
build inside her and when her orgasm hit, she pushed down against
him, trying to get him as deep into her as possible as she felt him
filling her. She didn’t just stop breathing. She literally
couldn’t. She fully tensed harder than she’d ever experienced as
Cole pulled her down on him by her shoulders, holding her firmly in
his strong arms. “Come with me, my angel.” he growled through
gritted teeth. “Let me fill your perfect body. Fuck…oh Fuck, it’s
beautiful,” he groaned.

“Oh damn,” she
whimpered as her breath returned. “I love the way you love me,
baby,” she cried softly. Uncontrolled tears were streaming down her
cheeks and onto Cole’s shoulder. He gently ran his fingers along
her back and hugged her close. He stayed still and quiet in the
afterglow, her sweat mingling with his, until she moved to sit
back. She looked into his eyes, her hair falling around his face
and he brushed it back softly. She shivered hard and then she
spoke. “I love you so much, Cole. I don’t know how to express
everything I’m feeling right now…”

“Bonded,” he
interrupted quietly. “Darling,” he pulled her down and kissed her
deeply. “I think the word we’re both looking for is bonded.” She
sat back slightly, and he looked deeply into her eyes. “Mason, I
haven’t felt this attached, this closely linked to anyone before
and I know now, you belong to me. You do and I will forever do
everything I can to prove to you how important that is to me.”

“Jesus, Cole,” she
began to weep again, overcome with love after hearing his
testament. When she regained her calm, she spoke. “No one ever
wanted to belong to me…not like this. I’m so honored.”

“Mason,” he said
softly. “Please say I belong to you. I need to know I can rest in
you.” He looked into her eyes, expectant, nearly begging for her
agreement.

She smiled back at
him. She cupped his face and he willingly leaned into her hand.
“You belong to me…always.” Cole pulled her to him again as he
gently kissed her neck. “Christ, I need you.”

She returned his neck
kisses and felt his breath catch as she did. She pulled back to
look into his eyes. “I love you,” she whispered, gently running her
fingers through his hair as she felt his shiver in her own body. “I
love you with everything I am.”

“And I, you,” he
said, kissing her lips.

She smiled that
comforting smile he craved every day. “Get dressed, honey. I need
you but right now, I also need wine.” She kissed him once more.

“Wine sounds good,
darling.” he chuckled.

“How did your day go
other than being covered in plaster?” Mason asked as she filled his
glass. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for dinner,
by the way.”

He never thought
something as simple as sitting on the sofa and drinking wine with
her would become an irreplaceable part of his life. “Of course,” he
said. “It went great. The rip out is going and we’ll have it done
next week. How did your day go?”

“Well basically, I
spent most of the day with Steven walking through your app. I can’t
thank you enough for that. It’s going to simplify a lot of the
pedantic administrative aspects of my job.”

“I’m glad that went
well,” he said. “Come over here darling.”

Mason slid in under
his arm. “Mmmm…I love this spot…you sure you’re Ok?”

“Of course. Why do
you ask?”

“It just seemed that
there was some tension between you and Steven. He didn’t say
anything unkind, did he?” She asked. She still hadn’t fully sorted
his reaction from earlier in the afternoon.

“Of course not,” he
said. “If he had, certainly I would have handled that but no. He
was very nice.”

“Good,” she said. “I
didn’t want to have to thrash him,” she said, giggling.

“Mmmm, can I get a
thrashing from you, Madame?” He asked, nuzzling her neck.

She laughed. “Ohhh,
but you’ve been such a good boy. How could I?”

 



CHAPTER 26

 


Cole looked up from
his desk at Mason. It had been several months of working in this
office with her and he got the same thrill as he did today,
watching her work, her brilliant mind work, and her remarkable
confidence bloom.

The CAT5 install had
gone off smoothly and thanks to Cole’s efficiency plan, the tenants
were able to take occupancy a month ahead of schedule, for which
Mason was thrilled.

The holidays had been
made sweeter this year by their renewed love for each other. They’d
had Thanksgiving with Jay and Philip but largely stayed to
themselves in an effort to make new holiday memories together. He’d
thought hard about a way to collar her with something that suited
her style and wasn’t blatant. Christmas morning he’d presented her
with a Cartier Trinity necklace with three different gold toned
rings. He had the clasp specially fitted with a lock to which he
wore the key and looking at her every day, wearing it, his love for
her deepened knowing that she truly belonged to him. Still, there
was one more step.

“What?” She’d caught
his gaze and smiled.

“You. Mason, you’ve
really come a long way. I have been watching you growing, becoming
stronger and more independent from the firm. You are really running
this place by yourself, you know.”

“You bet, but that’s
what the deal was,” she said firmly. “I like it. I feel like I can
do anything now. Not gonna lie, this tested me to my limits, but I
got it now. I’m thinking…”

“What?”

“I’ve been thinking
about starting my own firm. Possibly starting one that’s women
run.”

“Why specifically
women run?”

“Well, look around,
Cole. You’ve worked with a lot of realty agencies. How many women
agents have you met?”

Cole raised his brows
in thought. “Not many. Certainly none that were partners in their
firm like you.”

“Exactly. I like the
firm I work for. They’re very progressive but I feel like I could
do more.”

“Then I’m behind
you,” he said confidently. “Do you have a timeline or is this just
an idea?”

“Right now, I’m
working on a business plan.”

He looked at her
surprised. “Oh, you’ve gone that far with it? That’s great!”

“Yeah…” she said
pensively.

“What is it?”

“I just want you to
know that it would require a lot of my time.”

“Believe me, if
anyone understands how a career can consume you, it’s me. We’ll
work it out,” he said confidently.

She smiled. “Thank
you honey. I appreciate your support, you know?”

“I do. Because I
appreciate yours.” He glanced at his watch. “I gotta run downtown
to meet with a new client. I’ll pick up something for dinner on the
way back. Sound good?”

“Yep,” she said, as
her phone buzzed. “It’s Lacey. She’s coming over for a while. We’re
gonna kiki.” She giggled. “Love you, babe. Be safe.”

“Have fun. Love you
too. Laters,” he said, as she picked up the call.

###

He came off the
elevator, carrying bags from the grocery shop. As he rounded the
corner, he saw Lacey and Mason sitting at the table having a glass
of wine. He set the bags down and hung up his suit jacket.

“Lacey it's lovely to
see you,” he said cheerfully as he walked over to her, kissing her
lightly on the cheek.

“It's good to see you
too, Cole,” she said. “How's work goin’?”

He picked up the bags
and took them to the kitchen. “Work is going well. Lovely that you
and Mason are having a chance to catch up,” he said kindly.

“You know us girls
can't stay away from each other long,” she said, giggling.

“I do,” he chuckled.
“I expect nothing less.” He smiled at her. “I'm getting ready to
cook. Would you like to stay and have dinner with us?”

Lacey stood up. “Aw
Cole, honey, thank yous for the invitation but I gotta work tonight
and I'm runnin’ late as it is.”

Mason stood and
picked up her key card to walk Lacey to the door.

“Maybe some other
time, sweetheart. You know you're always welcome,” Cole called from
the kitchen.

Mason looked at him
carefully, if not a bit irritated. “I'll see ya later girl,” she
said to Lacey, kissing her on the cheek. “Be careful out
there.”

“No worries,” Lacey
said, hugging her goodbye before stepping onto the elevator.

As the doors closed
Mason walked into the kitchen where Cole was beginning to pull out
pans for making dinner. The sun was setting, and the privacy blinds
had already come down. He looked gorgeous with the filtered, fading
sunlight playing off his even longer, dark hair. She approached him
slowly, allowing her gaze to roam over his body. He always looks
delicious in a suit.

Since he'd finished
the CAT5 project, Cole had been taking on network testing clients
again and he'd started to wear upscale business suits for his
meetings. His work hadn't really changed but he'd put away his
ripped jeans and graphic shirts in favor of pleated trousers, dress
shirts and a tie and she found this change to be a truly welcome
pleasure.

“How are you doing,
honey?” He asked, smiling as he turned around to face her. He could
never resist touching her every time he saw her and today was no
different. He pulled her into a long hug and held her tightly
against his body.

“I'm doing really
well,” she said, melting into him. “I always feel better when
you're here,” she said, clutching at his shirt.

“Darling, when you
walked over here, you looked like you had something to tell me,”
Cole said, kissing her forehead. “Everything Ok with Lacey?” He
smiled at her before turning away and continuing to prep for
dinner.

She turned and took a
few steps, trying to gather her thoughts. “Yeah, I kind of do,” she
said, turning back to face him. “That was, um…that was certainly a
far better welcome Lacey got from you than what Steven received a
few months back. When Rick came to drop off my statements last
week, he certainly didn’t stay long after you got here. Just
curious as to why that is,” she said, crossing her arms.

Cole heard the
accusatory tone in her voice. He slowly turned around and leaned
back against the counter. He looked her over for a read. The
expression he saw on her face and her body positioning confirmed
for him that she was indeed ready to confront him about something.
Without a word, he undid his tie, slipping it from around his neck,
winding it around his hand and placing it on the counter behind
him. He slowly rolled up his sleeves, crossed his arms, and leveled
a deep stare into her eyes. “You have my undivided attention,
Mason. Please go on,” he said evenly.

She swallowed hard.
She could hear the tremor in his voice, and she somewhat feared the
oncoming storm she could clearly see brewing in his hazel eyes, but
she cleared her throat, set her jaw firmly and continued. “Well…it
just seems that you have more of a problem with the men I work with
being here when you’re out than you do with Lacey being here.”

“Well, I’ve known
Lacey for a while…”

“How long,
really…”

“Since the first
book.”

“What?”

“Mason, I have a
bigger problem with strangers being in my home than I do with
friends, and I don't think that's unusual,” he began, an underlying
tension betraying his outwardly calm demeanor. “This isn't a matter
of trust, Mason, other than the level to which I trust somebody
whom I don't know. When I meet someone for the first time, I don't
trust them easily.” He lowered his gaze slightly. “But you know
that.”

“So, this isn't about
trusting me with somebody in our home?” She asked, her voice
slightly raised.

“Should it be?”

She wasn't keen on
this redirection. “Let’s cut to the chase. You know that Lacey and
I have had a relationship before, but you don't seem to mind her
being here. It seems like you're saying it's different if I’m alone
here with Lacey…which tracks, I suppose.” She said
disdainfully.

“Tracks?” He raised
his brows. “Please proceed, my dear. I think I know what you're
getting at, but I want to hear you say it.” After all this time,
how does she not understand that my concern is always for her
complete safety and Lacey is no threat. The anger and hurt were
absolutely dripping from his words, but he remained cool, nearly
frozen in place. “Tell me how little you think of me, Mason. By all
means, go on.”

She swallowed hard.
The storm in his eyes that had only begun to brew a few minutes
ago, was threatening to rage but she was determined to finish what
she’d started. She cocked her brow at him, “What I mean is like
most men, you don’t care about my sexual partners until it involves
another man but if it’s another woman, it’s fine.”

He took a few steps,
closing the distance between them. “Wow…I truly thought you knew me
better than that after all this fucking time…but let’s assume you
still don’t. I guess that makes this yet another…teachable moment.
So, tell me, is that really what you think of me? That I’m that
shallow?” The fury in his voice was barely controlled as he lightly
brushed one finger down the side of her cheek.

She shivered under
his touch. She hated that her body betrayed her every time he
touched her, and he knew it. He knew exactly when and where and how
to touch her to calm her, excite her, or piss her off and even now,
while she could feel his frustration simmering, when he touched her
face, she felt an intense, uncontrollable heat flood her between
her thighs. She was hanging by a thread to her indignation but the
temptation to drop it was strong. She looked up at him from under
her lashes and traced her nails slowly down over his neck and
collarbone, watching his arousal flame through the still raging
storm in his eyes. “I think,” she said seductively, “that you don’t
mind me being alone with Lacey because the thought of her between
my legs excites you.”

“Ohhh, Mason,” he
said, gritting his teeth. He angrily removed her hand from him,
grabbing her wrist and squeezing tightly. He heard her yelp and
watched as the pain in her eyes brought her around to giving him
her full attention. “That's not what I said at all.” His eyes went
dark and flamed over with his disgust as he roughly pushed her hand
down and away from him.

She massaged her
wrist to ease the sting. Shocked and shaken, she looked back into
his eyes and saw absolutely zero compassion for her at this moment.
She decided to let go of her own emotions and now dearly wished
she’d approached this issue without accusing him. The raw fury in
his eyes was fucking with her and she didn’t want to fear him, but
right now, she did. “Cole, we’ve worked through a hell of a lot,
and I thought we were past this, but this looks a hell of a lot
like jealousy and I'm not going to have it.” As she spoke, her tone
leveled. “This is where we work. Business visits are part of our
working life. You acting jealous of every man who comes here is no
indication whatsoever that you trust me at all.”

He took a deep breath
and continued, trying unsuccessfully to keep his rising frustration
out of his voice. “Once again, you've completely missed the mark,
misread me altogether, and I'm beginning to think you’re doing it
deliberately. You can't play head games with me, Mason. I've mind
fucked far more skilled and treacherous people than you. I always
win,” he said, a dangerous dark look underpinning his words. He
placed his hand firmly around her neck. The fear in her eyes
assured him that she was not only listening, but that she would
also remember the lesson he was about to bring home. Leaning his
face close to hers, he growled, “I don't care who comes into this
house. It's you I have to trust, and I'm determined to do that but
in case you're thinking there might be some grey area where Lacey
is concerned, allow me to remind you. I don't share. Your body is
mine, alone, Mason and I fucking own it all…or nothing. I'll have
no one else's fingertips touching your skin, no one else's lips on
yours, and no one else between your legs. Only my hands are to be
in you…”

“On me”

“I. Didn't.
Stutter.”

He was close enough
for her to feel his warm breath on her face and his eyes were dark,
his tone insistent. Her breath caught as she felt the all too
familiar trickle starting between her legs. She swallowed hard and
promptly decided it would be best if she quietly backed down,
“No…no, of course not, Sir,” she stammered.

He paused for a
moment to read her expression and what he saw both shocked and
deeply pleased him. He knew well the wanton look in her crystal
blue eyes and a slightly sinister smile crossed his face. The
heated anger in him suddenly eased with the thought that he’d wound
her up so quickly.

She reached up and,
grabbing the back of his head, passionately brought her lips to
his, her other hand clutching at the front of his shirt. He slipped
his arm around her waist and firmly pulled her into him as he
boldly moved his other hand down across her stomach and under the
waistband of her skirt. As he deepened their kiss, claiming her
mouth with his tongue, he slid his hand under the silk of her thong
and slipped his middle fingers inside her.

“Christ, you’re
wet…beloved,” he whispered against her trembling lips, biting and
licking them as he began the beckoning motion that she craved from
him.

“That's what you
fucking do to me,” she whispered, her breathing uneven. Her whole
body shook against his as he worked her.

He felt her familiar
swelling inside and he shivered deep as her essence ran freely down
over his hand. He adored and craved how positively soaked she could
get for him, how beautifully receptive she was to his touch and as
he heard the drops hit the kitchen floor, his mouth watered from
his blatant desire to devour her. He pulled her into his arms and
picked her up. She wrapped her legs around him, eagerly kissing him
as he carried her to the living room.

He gently put her
down on the sofa and knelt in front of her. He carefully removed
her blouse and bra, and hungrily took her breast into his mouth,
sucking and biting her nipple on one then the other. He enjoyed
bringing out her intense moans and whispers as much as he loved
feeling her heavy, soft breasts completely and gloriously fill his
mouth. He pulled away and looked up at her. “Lay back, Mason,” he
said firmly, as he stood up and quickly stripped his clothes off.
From the moment he fell back into her, there’d been no more moments
of hesitation to take her, and this was no exception.

She was nearly
panting with desire to be one with him, no games, no scenes, just a
profound union. She tried to control her breathing, but she
continued to whimper as she watched him undress and when she saw
his hardness, she gasped. The thrill of knowing she could still do
this to him was coursing through her spirit in waves. “Please,
Cole. Please, I need you inside me,” she begged him.

He smiled lovingly at
her as he removed her skirt. He deeply relished sliding her thong
down the length of her long, tan legs, feeling her gorgeously soft
skin under his fingertips as he went. He spread her and allowed
himself a moment to take in the sight of her, completely and
willingly open to him, her smooth lips that he longed to taste, and
her soaked inner thighs. He was at once humbled and intensely
aroused to know that this was the irrepressible effect he had on
her. Her acts of submission to him always felt like a deeply sacred
experience. Her body was a holy place for him and he felt a quiet
reverence when she so easily allowed him access to her. He knelt on
the sofa and began to place full, wet kisses down the inside of her
legs. He licked the wetness from her inner thighs and eagerly began
to devour her softness as she thrust her hips against him. He lay
down fully on the sofa and wrapped his strong arms around her legs
and pulled her hips closer to spread them further. He continued to
run his tongue over her button and further down until he could push
inside of her. He always yearned to go deeper into her as he craved
the sweet taste of her here. Her wetness ran down over his face and
he licked further down to catch every drop. As he inserted two
fingers into her, he unexpectedly felt the soft clench of her as
she was getting close to her edge. He heard her moaning and she was
still pleading with him to fill her. He would ultimately, willingly
grant her request and fulfill his own libidinous desire but right
now he needed something far more important from her. He moved to
lay between her legs, slipping his arm under her shoulder. He
placed his other hand on her chest as he kissed her deeply.

The fact that he was
always capable of so quickly bringing her to this level of intense
arousal was completely fucking with her mind. Weren't we just
arguing? Her thoughts were so jumbled and confused among the
primal and lustful feelings he brought out by the skillful way he
touched her, controlled her body and always when he devoured her.
She couldn't help tangling her hands in his hair but she never
pushed him into her. Though she always wanted to, it was never
necessary. He knew by instinct exactly how to pleasure her, how to
excite her, stopping always before his perfect work brought her
over the edge then how to bring her down just as he was doing
now.

He applied some
pressure to slow her breathing as he kissed her and she eagerly
cleaned his face of her own essence. He needed her to be calmer for
just a moment.

She was thankful that
he always knew what to do to control her, her breathing, her
arousal. His hand and pressure on her chest felt comforting and
safe to her and her breathing slowed. She’d stopped whimpering but
she was still lightly sobbing.

Cole reached up and
cupped her cheek, wiping her tears with his thumb. She turned her
face into his palm and closed her eyes, absorbing his comfort.
“Eyes on me, Beloved,” he bid her gently. She turned her head to
him and he once again saw her unbounded willingness and submission
to him in her eyes. “Yes, Sir,” she said softly. “What do you want
from me?” She asked in that beautiful, soulful half whisper.

“I love you,
darling,” he said softly, “You always speak comfort into my soul.”
He smiled at her as he ran his hand down over her belly and cupped
her smooth lips completely. He pressed his palm against her as he
slipped two fingers inside her. She slightly arched her back as he
spoke to her. “Mason, I can always feel you, your gorgeous skin,
your hair, your softness and yes, I can feel you inside anytime I
want to.”

“Of course,” she
said, “Honey, I’m ready for you any time.”

“No, Beloved, you
don’t understand. I feel you with my heart. My skin remembers only
your breath on it. My hands remember only your soft curves. My arms
remember holding only you close, and my fingertips remember this
warm, sacred part of only you,” he said as he began to slowly
beckon inside her. “I’ll always own the feeling of you swelling
under my touch. No one’s done that for you before, have they.”

“No, no one,” No one
had ever bothered to find that spot and until Cole, she’d doubted
it was even real.

“I want you to
understand that owning your body isn’t just a physical thing. For
me it’s emotional and mental as well. I think about you, your
caring heart, your brilliant mind, your laughter, your smile, and
yes, your gorgeous figure all the time. You're constantly on my
mind and owning you is a privilege and honour for me. I’m asking
for you to own mine the same, to always desire only my touch, only
my body, only me inside of you and to feel me when I’m not around.
Can you do that, Mason?” He needed this step and, although this
particular circumstance wasn’t ideal for making these commitments,
he was fairly certain she could separate the passion from the
promise.

“Yes, baby. Yes I
can,” she said, a flood of emotion for him pouring out. She reached
up and cupped his cheek. “I've always wanted a love I couldn't live
without, and here you are. I am profoundly grateful to be the one
who holds you every night. I want only you touching me, holding me,
and loving me.”

He kissed her as he
pushed up on his elbow, a tear falling from his eye onto her cheek.
Nothing meant more to him than this gift - her sweet profession of
faithfulness. His hand between her legs was now soaked and he knew
without doubt she was ready for him. He removed his hand from
inside her, resting it protectively on her as he pulled away from
her kiss. He always adored looking into her eyes while being
completely cleaved to her body, watching every movement, even small
ones, flash an expression of unexpected passion across her
beautiful face.

“You'll not ever find
anyone so devoted, so invested in loving you as I, Mason,” he said
softly and low. “I want you to feel safe consigning yourself to my
care because if you're not entirely grounded in me, I could lose
you forever…” His normally steady voice caught hard in his throat.
He took a light breath. “And I don't think life without you is even
worth living.”

He watched as a tear
formed in the corner of her eye and fell.

“I love you, Cole,”
she said softly. “I do trust you with my entire life.”

“Ohhh, hearing that
feels so…fulfilling to me, darling,” he moaned. He buried his face
in her neck and kissed her beneath her ear, biting her neck gently
as he softly squeezed her between her legs. “Let me have you
now…please,” he softly beseeched her.

“Yes,” she said
quietly.

“Eyes on me,
Beloved,” he whispered. As her beautiful azure eyes met his, he
said, “Stay with me.” As he turned to lay between her legs, he
guided himself into her. He always loved watching her eyes when he
entered her, how her cheeks flushed pink, her pupils dilated, her
neck and back arched against him as if her body were begging for
more of him and as he pushed in, completely filling her, her breath
caught hard as she stared lovingly yet somewhat helplessly into his
eyes. For this blessed moment, he controlled her with her full and
willing submission, and it was always in this moment he felt
utterly bonded to her. As he began a slow and steady grind with his
hips and he heard her breathing start to match his rhythm, he
wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close to him. He hungrily
claimed her mouth with a deep kiss, his tongue entwining with hers.
“Fuck, Mason, you feel so warm, so wet around me,” he breathed.

“Baby, that's all for
you.” she whispered.

He could feel her
clenching around him and he moved his hand between them to rub her
pearl. “Come for me, beloved. Come for Sir,” he growled.

Hearing his entreaty,
her orgasm hit unprecedentedly hard and fast. Her back arched
forcefully against his body nearly pushing him away, but he'd felt
it coming from inside her and he pulled her tight to him. He
clenched his jaw against the searing pain of her nails clawing into
his back. She couldn't resist her own desperate need to hold on to
something. He relished feeling her intense orgasms against his own
body and it had been so long since she came for him like this that
the thrill of experiencing her release in his own body made it
impossible for him to hold back any longer. He came deep inside her
and fiercely clutched her to him, biting her shoulder hard enough
to draw blood. She yelped and he let go, gritting his teeth hard.
This was how he claimed her, and she wantonly gave over to his
darker instinct.

Having the taste of
her blood in his mouth further fueled the waves of his climax and
he was wholly unable to breathe or think of anything but becoming
one with her in this intensely primal act. He gasped as his breath
finally returned and he stayed inside her until his ecstasy
subsided. She held him, gently caressing his sweat damp back with
her fingertips.

“I love you, honey,”
she whispered. He gently kissed her neck. He slowly pulled out and
turned to lay beside her. He tucked his arm under her neck, and she
snuggled close to him. He tenderly caressed her breasts and stomach
with his fingertips, enjoying the feeling of her still quivering
skin under his hands. He hadn't yet forgotten how desperately he
once yearned to do this and feared he might never again have the
chance. In this moment, he lost himself in a deep appreciation to
fate for bringing his beautiful love back to him. “Darling, love
doesn't begin to describe how deeply I feel for you, but I don't
know what else to say,” he said as he kissed her lips.

“Sometimes you say it
best when you say nothing at all,” she giggled.

“Keith Whitley… wow a
real oldie,” he chuckled. He paused for a moment to reflect. “I
missed so much about you when we were apart,” he said
seriously.

“Me too,” she said.
“Hey, I have an idea.”

“Go on.”

“Let's never do that
again.”

“Agreed,” he said
emphatically. “I have another idea.”

“What's that,
hon?”

“How about I go make
dinner?”

Her eyes widened, “Oh
my god I completely forgot,” she said.

“Well,” he said,
kissing her chest, “I need to regain my strength. Because I'm not
nearly done with you tonight.” She giggled and he smiled as he let
his eyes roam over her beautiful body. When he looked at her
shoulder, he noticed the trickle of blood and the bite mark. He
couldn't remember biting her but clearly, he had. “Oh God!” he
gasped, trying to sit up. “Mason, I'm so sorry. Let's get this
cleaned up. Come on, sweetheart. I think I can keep it from
scarring.”

“Yeah, let's but you
know what?” She said reflectively.

He stood up and took
her hand. “What's that?”

She stood up and
looked him in the eye. She reached up and brought his lips to hers.
He put his arms around her naked body and hugged her to him.

“I don't care,” she
whispered. “It's you. It's us.”

“Mason, you're so
very giving but I don't expect you to tolerate this behaviour from
me,” he said evenly.

“It's my choice,” she
said, gently smiling at him. “I'll let you know what I don't
like.”

He looked into her
eyes and ran his hand up behind her head. Grabbing a handful of her
hair, he pulled her head back roughly. He kissed her hard and began
to work his way down her neck, placing wet, lingering kisses as he
went. She gripped his arms to stay standing. Their combined essence
was running down the inside of her thighs and their desire was
growing again. He grabbed her breast fully and squeezed her nipple
hard. He could feel her yelp under his tongue, pressed to the base
of her throat. “What now, Cole?” She asked, hoarsely. “What do you
want to do?”

“Ooh, darling, not
what I want. That's long past. What I'm going to do is fuck
your perfect, gorgeous body until you can't walk. Tonight, you are
mine and I'm going to show you how I own you.”

It felt to her as if
his fingertips were burning embers as he caressed her. Every light
touch, every firm squeeze, tingled under her skin. “Please let me
have you, again, Mason. I can't resist the feel of you, and I need
you. FUCK I want to come inside you again,” He growled into her
ear.

“I need that, baby. I
fucking need you inside me again,” she moaned.

He kissed down her
neck and across her collarbone. He eagerly and thoroughly licked
the trickle of blood that had run down over her chest back up to
her shoulder. This primal act set off something dark and infernal
inside him. He filled her mouth with his tongue as she moaned into
him. He wantonly licked and bit her lip as he slowly pulled her
head back and looked deeply into her eyes. Her raw desire for him
flamed behind the crystal blue.

Her makeup still
looks too good. “Sit down and spread your legs, my pretty
little bitch,” he growled as he pushed Mason’s head down.

For just a moment,
she feared the blackness she saw in Cole’s eyes but the prospect of
his darker side being unleashed in her body made her more than
willing to submit to its lascivious request.

She sat on the edge
of the sofa looking up at him, completely spread wide. He could
smell their previous session between her legs, mingling with her
sweat and perfume and it fueled his depravity. She was firmly
rubbing his muscular thighs and lightly dragging her nails over his
skin, sending chills throughout his body. She could feel him
tremble beneath her adept hands.

He closed his eyes
for a moment, trying to resist the urge to take her quickly and
violently. He looked down at her head in his hand before easily
pushing himself past her lips into her willing mouth, all the way
to the back. He felt her breathing stop. He impatiently pushed a
bit further and when he felt her try to swallow his tip, he nearly
unloaded straight down her wanting throat. He stayed still for one
unholy moment before he began making small thrusts.

Having him fill her
mouth this way powerfully flamed her arousal. She couldn't breathe
but she didn't care when he was fucking her like this. The euphoria
from the suffocation was too seductive for her to care about her
own survival. All she ever wanted to do in these raw and ratchet
moments was pleasure him. The look of blatant desire and utter
satisfaction on his face was her reward and it didn’t matter to her
how much she suffered if she could experience him when he came
inside her. She felt herself getting dizzy and her deprived lungs
were aching for air. With no other way to make him release the
demonic grip he had on her head as he greedily used her throat for
his own libidinous desires, she viciously dug her nails into the
back of his legs and dragged them down hard.

“FUCK!” The agony
seared his skin, and he shook from its intensity. He held her there
a second longer before releasing her head. “Bitch! God dammit.” He
was breathing hard behind the pain, and he felt the blood throbbing
relentlessly in the tip of his cock. She was desperately gasping
for air. She looked up at him, still choking, and he could see the
flood of tears running down her beautiful face with her eyeliner
and mascara.

That's better.
“Do you want it again, my little cunt?” He asked through gritted
teeth.

“Yes, please, Sir,”
she coughed and gagged the words. Through her tears she could see
his eyes turning yet darker. This was it, the thing she was looking
for. Whatever this part of him was, she wanted it inside her
everywhere.

“Please, let me have
you.” She opened her mouth waiting for him.

“Fuck! I can't say no
to you.” He grinned at her with a near demonic look.

His mind was
spinning, and he could barely think. The raw lust she drew from him
was something he'd never experienced and didn't fully understand or
control but giving himself over to it felt like an otherworldly act
and he knew each time when he'd slipped over the line. He was
always able to come back but there were moments when he could
barely remember what he'd done to her. She was not only receptive
to these darker moments, but she seemed to force him into them. As
he pushed his cock just a little further in this time, his body
shook hard from the pleasure she gave him. It was tempting every
fiber of his being to fuck her throat hard but even in this state,
he held back not wanting to hurt her. Her nails dragging down his
legs again brought him back and he pulled her head away once
again.

She almost thought he
wasn't going to let her go that time. Her head was more than dizzy
from not breathing but she finally got the powerful euphoria she
craved.

He looked down at
her, gagging and struggling to get her breath. The blood on her
shoulder tempted him again and he gave in, eagerly cleaning up the
small stream that had run down onto her chest.

“Lay back, Mason. I'm
going to take you again, but I want something else this time.”

She knew without him
saying what he wanted. They'd never but she was willing to give him
anything to see his fulfillment.

“Please, baby,” she
begged.

He kneeled between
her thighs, pushed her legs back and pulled her hips forward to
expose her ass to him. She was already soaked by his cum dripping
from her. He slid two fingers into her pussy and began the
beckoning motion he always knew brought a flood from her. She
moaned deep and whimpered, pleading for him with each stroke. The
clenching he caused gave him more of their combined essence to use.
He finally slid one finger then two easily into her ass. He held
them there watching her body arch and writhe under his control and
he nearly lost his own. He was close and his cock was dripping with
precum.

“Are you ready?” He
asked, every nerve in him raw and his breathing ragged. He'd never
done this with her but right now he somehow desperately needed to
take her further.

His fingers inside
her ass felt like a new and complete satisfaction that she was sure
she would crave from him forever and this scene was ramping up the
frenzy in her mind. She needed more from him now and she was ready
to take it.

“Yes, fuck, yes. Let
me have you,”

He pushed her legs
back just a bit more and placed his tip against her small opening.
He began to slowly push in. In the filtered moonlight streaming
through the windows, he could barely see her eyes but still he
glimpsed that same desirous look and neck arch that she always gave
when he entered her.

“Easy baby,” he
pushed in a little more, “relax for me.”

He pushed just a bit
more until his head was fully inside her.

“Breathe out for me,
Darling.”

She didn't realize
she'd been holding her breath. When she exhaled, he slid deep
inside her. He stayed as still as he could against his carnal
desires so that she could get used to the feeling of him inside her
here. She moaned loudly as he moved his other hand between their
bodies, down into her full lips and slid three fingers inside her,
once again, his thumb massaging her pearl. He could feel her
clenching and her breathing was getting faster. He began to slowly
thrust into her, feeling his fingers against his cock through her
wall. He could hear and feel she was close, and he would let her
come. “Baby, come for me. Come for Sir.” She gasped and moaned.
Hearing him say that drove her powerfully over the edge, her orgasm
hitting with such force that she choked. Her back arched hard and
when it did, he didn't hold back. He thrust into her as far as he
could and emptied himself deep inside her once again, his whole
body shaking, his mind reeling, his emotions overwhelming, and the
depth of his love for her growing in the knowledge of just how far
she'd allowed him to take her. He looked back down at her, trying
to catch her breath. She was smiling up at him.

“I watched you come,”
she panted. “It's fucking beautiful. It's amazing and it makes me
feel like I'm somebody, you know, that I can make you come like
that.” Her breathing was slowing down.

He was trying to
catch his breath too. “Christ, Mason, that was incredible. I always
love watching you come and feeling you close to me when you do.” He
took a deep breath and very gently pulled out of her. “My only
love.” He leaned forward and kissed her deeply, gently rubbing her
leg as she brought them both down around him. “Thank you for giving
me all of you tonight.”

The apartment was
dark save for the bit of moonlight through the privacy blinds but
the light that did make it through now lay softly across her face,
and she never looked more beautiful to him.

“Cole,” she said
quietly.

“Yes, my love.”

“Can we lay here for
just a bit…just hold each other?”

“Yes, of course.” He
smiled at her. “Darling, I could lay here all night and just look
at your beauty. You look wonderful tonight.”

She giggled. “I know
dinner…but it can wait, right?”

“Yes, it can.”

He moved to the side
of her once again. He slid his arm under her neck to support her
and pulled the throw blanket over them.

“That was wonderful,”
she said.

He leaned over and
kissed her lips. Though the scents of their carnality lingered
heavily in the air, he could still smell her perfume and taste it
in his mouth.

“That was…you were
incredible,” he said. He could feel in her energy she was wrestling
with something. “What is it, honey? There's something on your mind.
Come on. You can tell me.”

“I've never done that
before,” she said, finally.

“Never? Nothing like
that?” He felt slightly anxious.

“Well, I've used
plugs before and you know, fingers, right, but never.”

“Mason, my love.” He
turned her face to his and kissed her deeply. Being able to feel
her mouth and tongue with his always felt to him like a sacred
privilege. He looked into her eyes. “I'm sorry. I assumed you had,
and we never discussed…I...Are you ok?”

“Oh, I'm fine. I
just…I wanted you to know. I never thought I would do that but with
you, I knew it would feel good and you'd be gentle and...I know it
sounds trite, but it was suddenly important to give that part of
myself to you in this way.”

“Why do you
think?”

“Because I love
you…and I say it all the time, it's more than that but 'I love you'
is all I know to describe what I'm feeling for you.” She didn't
think this would be an important thing for her but somehow, it was
as if the physical and emotional experience were now both wrapped
up in Cole. “I needed to tell you that.”

“Darling, I need to
tell you something too. That was new for me, as well.”

“Liar,” she giggled,
softly. She paused, looking up at him. “Really?”

“Really, really,” he
said in his best Shrek, giggling.

“I would have
thought…you're so experienced and I guess…”

“Nope. Lessie wanted
to try one night but it was awkward for her, and I was too…nervous,
I guess.”

Awkward for
her? “Wait…who was pitching?”

It took him a minute
to understand the metaphor. “Oh… she was.”

Mason took a beat.
“So, you were trying…”

“Pegging. Yes.”

“Huh. Interesting. I
didn't think you would…”

“Well, like you said,
it feels good. I wanted to try it.” He looked down into her
gorgeous eyes, taking in her exquisite beauty. “I'd try it again
with you.” He said softly.

Mason's breath
caught. “I um…” she stammered for a second. She considered the
gravity of his offer and realized quickly this was a humbling
moment. She needed to be strong and confident for him. “We can do
that. I'd be honored.” She leaned up and kissed him. “Sooo…”

“Yes, m'love.”

“Did you
ever…pitch.”

“Oh, no, no. Lessie
would never let me do that.”

“What happened
then?”

“Well, we ended up
laughing about the attempt and went out for gelato.”

Mason chuckled. “Is
that what you're supposed to have after?”

Cole laughed, “I
don't know. I'm not sure if there's an official 'after anal'
dish.”

She laughed out
loud.

She smiled that huge
smile he loved so. “I'm glad that's something we own about each
other.”

“Me too,” he replied,
kissing her again. “I do so love kissing you,” he moaned.

“Mmmm, me too. I love
your full lips,” she said, rimming them, as was her wont. She
breathed deep. “I guess we need showers.”

He sighed. “We do and
I need to fix your shoulder.”

She sat up and got
the remote for the lights from the coffee table. She brought up the
softer media lights. He lightly scratched her back. “Oo that feels
good,” she said and shivered. He scratched her back a little longer
then sat up.

“Shall I scratch your
back?” She asked.

Cole chuckled. “No.
My back is like one big erogenous zone, but especially my lower
back. The tramp stamp part, if you will.”

She laughed. “Fair
enough.”

He shook his head and
smiled. “Ok, to the bathroom. Showers then I'll take care of your
shoulder and you relax with a glass of wine while I finally make
dinner.”

 



CHAPTER 27

 


“So, after all of
this time,” he said, taking a sip from his glass, “do you think
it's time to make a lifetime commitment?” His voice trembled
slightly as his hope and his fear simmered under his outwardly calm
exterior. He’d decided tonight would be the night he asked for her
hand but being open with his deepest emotions was always a
frightening prospect for him.

He’d made
reservations for dinner and she of course had once again stolen his
breath, looking more beautiful than ever. “Mason, it’s been a long
time and I’ve fallen in love with you deeper than I’ve ever loved
anyone or anything. We’ve fought through a lot of challenges and
conquered quite a few.”

She’d spent the last
few months planning, researching and working toward opening her own
agency. So many things were falling in place for her and finally
becoming a business owner was just at her fingertips. Her
confidence had been steadily spinning up and Cole had been there
for her in the background, even to the point of taking care of some
of her management responsibilities. She’d made a significant
investment in her success, and he’d been tremendously supportive
along the way.

This, however, was
unexpected. She considered that she had been so busy with her own
endeavour that she apparently hadn’t really felt their relationship
moving forward the way he had. Now she was caught off guard and she
was trying to think but not sure what to say.

“Cole, I really don’t
deserve all this,” she stammered, overwhelmed by his
confession.

“Of course you do,”
he said gently. “With everything we’ve overcome, I feel like
together, we can have it all. We can really build something
amazing, a love for the ages,” he chuckled. “What do you think?”
The words were out. It was up to her now and he had her ring in his
pocket, ready. He felt fairly certain she would say yes but he
wouldn’t ever put pressure on her like that in public without
knowing for sure.

Mason thought about
this carefully. She'd spent a lot of time learning to love him,
letting him become her stronghold. At the same time, she now knew
the full extent of her own strength and capabilities, and she saw
her future brighter than she ever had. She knew running her own
agency was going to consume her time. She'd been thinking about how
Cole fit into that future and in this moment, she suddenly realized
she wasn't sure he did. Not because she didn’t love him, but she
knew herself. She knew it was hardly fair to have him sit around
and wait for her attention. Maybe she should ask for more time but
she felt like she should be honest with him.

“Cole. I love you. I
don't think I'll ever find anyone like you,” she said quietly.

He smiled and
caressed her cheek, but she didn't lean into him as she usually
did. His fear started to win but he didn't want to jump to
conclusions, and he'd never let her see him break, not tonight.

“I don't really think
I'm ready to make a lifetime commitment until I see what this new
endeavor means.”

He sat back and drew
deep on his wine. He closed his eyes for a moment to absorb the
deep sting of her words. He'd never felt more ingrained with
another person in his life, not even Shaun. He didn't just love
her. She was an intrinsic part of him. If she left his life, he
would shatter but at this moment, he steeled his resolve. He asked
the question. He'd have to accept her answer gracefully. “Go on,
darling. Tell me your thoughts.”

“I have so much
confidence now and there's so much drive and ambition that's come
with it,” she said, her excitement rising a bit. “Lately my mind
has been racing with so many new possibilities I want to explore. I
don't know what to do first,” she said, a bit breathless.

He’d felt some of
this coming over the last few months, but he’d decided to put her
goals first and hoped once they’d settled this initial organisation
of her business venture, she’d be open to finally making this
relationship permanent. “We don’t have to do anything now if you’re
not ready…” His fear was winning.

She looked at him
trying to gather her thoughts, thoughts she’d pushed away for a
while but maybe tonight, she should face it. “I just don't know
that having a partner fits into that vision and while I love you
dearly, I feel like it’s not fair to ask you to wait around until
I’m ready,” she said, looking into his eyes for a read. She saw the
glimpse of sadness, and yet he smiled.

This was it. He
wasn’t sure that she was pushing him out, but she certainly didn’t
sound like she wanted him to stay. “My dearest, Mason,” he said
gently, “what you want, is all I want for you. You're my gorgeous,
beautiful love. Don't you ever forget that.” His thoughts of how
much and how long were all clamoring to be heard but in the end,
time and effort didn’t mean anything if her heart truly wasn’t in
it.

She saw a small tear
forming at the corner of his eye and she felt a few tears coming
herself. “I'm sorry…I,” she started.

“No apologies,
m'love,” he said. “I only want you to be happy.”

###

When they got back to
the apartment that night, he maintained a light demeanor. He opened
a bottle of wine and sat with her on the couch, something that had
become for him a sweet ritual and one he would dearly miss. Mason
talked about the things she wanted to do, topmost was starting her
own firm and what the future of that looked like with her at the
helm.

“Darling, I know your
firm is going to be an amazing success. Knowing you, there’s no
other option,” he said, trying to maintain a gentle smile.

Inside he was dying.
He'd really thought she'd come to love only him. He was so sure she
wanted a life with him and that he’d become someone she couldn’t
live without. For the life of him, he’d never have guessed how far
down his simple request to be with him forever could drag them.
It’d never occurred to him that in finding her strength, she would
be so willing to leave him behind and so agonizingly quickly. “I
want all of that to happen for you, just the way you see it,”

“Do you really?” She
asked, like a little girl talking to her father. He wondered if
maybe this was the kind of relationship she was most comfortable
with as she already had Jay and Philip as father figures. What's
one more?

“Really, I do.” He
stopped, just a second, hearing himself say the words he'd hoped to
one day hear from her. This was gutting him from inside. The only
saving grace was that she seemed so happy, and nothing pleased him
more than seeing her smile. How long has she been thinking about
this? Once more, he wished he'd seen it coming a little
better.

“Cole, are you going
to be Ok?”

“Oh, sweetheart, I'll
be fine. I've got so much on and you've got so much to plan ahead,”
he answered.

“Promise me you'll
stay in touch. I want to tell you all about everything,” she said,
her eyes sparkling.

“Absolutely I will,”
he said, softly smiling. He looked into her eyes. Here comes
goodbye.

“Hey,” he said
lightly. “I'm tired. Do you wanna get some sleep? I'm going to have
a long day tomorrow.”

“Why?” She asked.

He took a deep and
careful breath. “I think it's best I get back to London, Mason. It
doesn't make sense for me to stay. I'm happy to see you feeling
this good and making these plans and I’ll always be better off for
having known you and having you in my life for this time. You know
your happiness has always been more important to me than my own
but, you understand…I can't…I can't stay in New York. I can send
for my things but, I can't…”

She felt a tear
starting. “I will miss you. I promise I will. Please stay in touch
with me.”

“I said I would,
darling,” he said, wiping away a tear. “You promise me you'll be
happy.”

“Absolutely I will,”
she said, smiling, wiping away her own tears.

He leaned in and
kissed her forehead. “Good. Now let's get some sleep.” Just one
more night.

He tried not to think
that this would be the last time they sat together on this couch as
he rose and walked her to their bedroom.

In bed that night he
held her close and watched her sleeping, probably more peacefully
than he'd ever seen. He knew he was lying when he said he would be
alright without her and when he'd made her a promise to stay in
touch, he knew he couldn't keep it. He would wait until he got back
to London to mourn. It was clear that, no matter what he did, he
had no way of making a connection with someone strong enough for
them to find him worthy of a lifetime commitment. He didn't even
need the demon to tell him this time. He'd finally learned that
lesson. He knew life would go on without her. It did before but
this time, he didn't want it to.

He checked his watch.
His flight was in four hours. He needed to get packed. He got up
quietly and determined not to wake her. There would be no teary
goodbye or fond farewell. He didn't feel like it. He tried to go
numb as he thought about what was next. He tried to push out the
thought that he was leaving her for the very last time. He'd given
her every tool to be the confident, independent, bright spark she
had become and he hoped he might one day get news of just how far
she'd run with it but this morning, he knew if he saw her face and
looked into those crystal blue eyes again, he was going to wind up
down on his knees, begging to stay in her life. This was better.
Leave quietly. Talk later maybe. Maybe not.

He slid the key card
to summon the lift and quietly left it on the table beside the door
before he stepped inside. He walked to the front of the building
before calling an Uber to the airport.

###

Mason woke in an
empty bed. She looked around and realized Cole had packed and left
without waking her. Maybe that was best for him, but I wish he'd
at least said goodbye. She felt that familiar nagging emptiness
without him, but she'd learned how to combat her loneliness and she
felt sure she would be fine. After all, she was looking forward to
a huge career change that would require a lot of her concentration.
His absence still somewhat pulled at her heart this morning. She'd
truly learned to love him and in return, he'd encouraged her to
love herself first and even more. He'd given her the confidence to
face anything on her own but there was still something…she shook it
off and got ready. I need to focus.

Today she needed to
be in the office to give a final report on the Brooklyn office
building project. She was damn proud that she’d been able to get
this done a month ahead of schedule, tenants settled, and
operations running smoothly. She wouldn’t forget how much Cole had
helped her and as he crossed her mind once more, the prospect of
his permanent absence wrenched her spirit. She pushed her feelings
down once more, though not as easily this time. The prospect of
this bright future was quickly greying in light of being without
Cole. By the time she’d pinned her hair up, she was wishing she
could shake this ominous feeling that she’d done something
colossally stupid and as she drove through the rush hour traffic,
she began to pay closer attention to it. Something was deeply
wrong, and it was beginning to dawn on her what it was. As she
walked into her office and sat down at her desk, the secretary
knocked.

“Hey, Shel,” she
smiled, “Whatcha got there?”

“Something from Essa.
I guess breakfast for you?”

“Huh,” Mason replied,
“I didn't order anything.” She looked in the bag and it was a
salmon bagel. She looked back at Shel.

“Thanks,” she said
quickly, looking at her watch. “Can you excuse me? I need to make a
phone call.” Shel left, closing Mason's door behind her. Suddenly
every sweet memory they'd made since the moment they'd met raced
through her mind. She knew she couldn't possibly have a complete
and fulfilling life without him, and she wanted to build all of her
success with him by her side. She hadn't made the connection
before, but her thoughts were catching up quickly. She’d got scared
by his proposal and overreacted, pushing him away but she still had
a chance to make it right before she lost him forever. What the
fuck am I doing? Christ, Mason! Why are you so fucking
thick?

Cole's phone rang
just as they made the boarding call for his plane. It was Mason.
Was he really in the mood for her goodbye? As he held his phone,
trying to decide if he wanted to take her last call, the steward
announced that boarding would be delayed about a half hour. He
looked back at his phone. He took a deep breath and answered.

“Hello, my darling,”
he said in his best sultry voice. It had always been a little tease
with her and well, why not one last one? Lighten this shitty
mood.

“Fuck, Cole, you know
good n hell well what your voice does,” she giggled. “Where are
you?” She tried to keep the frantic out of her voice, but she
wasn't succeeding.

“I'm at the gate,” he
said, a bit shaky. “Boarding's been delayed.” The tedious
conversation wasn't keeping the tears from his eyes. As long as
she doesn't hear…

“Don't leave,” she
said. “Stay right there.”

“Mason, I don't think
you'll make it here in time,” he tried to chuckle, but his breath
caught on a sob.

“Mister Dixon, you’re
not paying attention. You heard what I said. Don't leave. Go back
to the main concourse, Terminal 4. Stay there until I get there.”
She had a dark tone in her voice that let him know this was
something serious, maybe more serious than just
good-bye.

“Yes ma'am,” he said.
He was hoping against hope that she had reconsidered but his mind
wouldn't let him believe she wanted anything but goodbye in
person…which meant changing his flight. He looked back at the line
of passengers and considered for a second just getting on the
plane. Finally, he took a deep breath and headed for Terminal 4.
Whatever she wanted, he felt like he owed it to her to see her.

She walked into the
concourse and as if drawn by some supernatural connection, she
immediately saw him, leaning up against the wall, looking at his
phone. As she got close to him, he looked up. He'd clearly been
crying, and she ached inside to think that she had hurt him once
again.

He felt her presence
as she approached, and he looked up. She looked as beautiful as
ever but with her new found confidence, a certain intense appeal
he'd never noticed before now surrounded her. He wanted to slip his
arms around her, hold her, kiss her one last time and the ache of
eventually being without her was burning a hole in his heart. He
would have given everything he had to keep her in his life but he
didn't want to clip her wings. He loved her selflessly and deeply.
He would never be able to ask her to compromise her desires for
his.

“Cole,” she said,
smiling warmly, as she walked up and leaned against the wall next
to him. He looked deeply into her azure eyes and felt a holy relief
to see her love for him reflected back. “Let's go home,” she said,
taking his hand.

In those three words,
his fear and sadness began to melt. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I…I got
scared and I should have been more honest with you about that, but
I know now. I finally fucking get it,” she continued. “I want you.
I love you and I genuinely want you. You are mine, my whole damn
life and everything we talked about last night, let's build that
together, our own empire, like we said.”

“Empire?” He asked.
“I’ve no doubt we can build an empire together, but I want your
love, Mason. All of it, always. I want to build a love with
you stronger than any empire.” He looked deeply into her eyes. “So,
what are we doing right now?”

She caressed his
cheek. “Right now, this is me choosing you, completely and
forever.”

“Mason,” he said
gravely, as he stood and faced her, “be sure you want me in your
life…because when I say forever, forever's exactly what I mean.” He
pulled out her ring from his pocket. He hadn't imagined he'd ever
have this chance before him, and now he wasn't letting it go. He
held it up to her and a smile more beautiful than he'd ever seen
crossed her face.

“I can't promise you
that I'll be there for the rest of your life,” she said earnestly,
“but I swear I'll love you for the rest of mine.” Tears streamed
down their faces as he slipped the ring on her finger. She reached
up and cupped his face and he leaned into her hand. He smiled
gently as he slipped his arm around her waist and his hand around
her neck. He brought his lips close to hers.

“Don't ever again for
a minute think you can leave my life like that,” he whispered,
intensely. “I fucking own you, Mason. You're mine…forever.” He
hungrily kissed her, and she returned his eagerness, wrapping her
arms around his neck and clutching his shirt with her nails as that
all too familiar fire raced through her body. He relished the
wetness of her mouth and the safe feeling of her arms around his
neck. She was his now, his to look after wholly, the one he'd
always hoped to find and wanted forever. The woman who completed
his existence, accepted him fully, and made his life worth living
would be his wife.
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