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Vulnerable Edges
- the vulnerable components of a network which are critical for
protecting infrastructure and performance.

In a typical
attack, a hacker would first exploit the weakest elements on the
network, and then would only need to target some critical
edges.


CHAPTER
1

It was fall in
Manhattan. The autumn sun was setting slowly, creating clever
patterns and shadows on the sidewalks while red and gold streams of
sunlight cut between the tightly packed buildings. It was rush hour
and the streets were nearly impassable with bumper-to-bumper
traffic as throngs of people were making their way home, crowding
the pavement. There was an edgy chill in the air. Its familiarity
didn't come to him from being in this place. He felt this chill
throughout much of the fall in his native London. He'd already been
here for four days with little on because of a job that was delayed
and really, he didn’t mind New York when he had to be here. To be
fair, the hotel was nice, and he’d found a few things to
do.

He stepped out of
his Greenwich Village hotel lobby and, joining the rush hour
crowds, headed down to the corner and jaywalked the busy street.
He'd become accustomed to carefully weaving between the cars when
they blocked the crosswalks, but he still wasn't quite used to the
sheer volume of humanity in this city. His saving grace for this
trip was that he had found a regular respite from the chilly
evenings and for the week that he'd been here, it brought him just
a little comforting piece of home. October evenings in New York had
a cold crispness in the air that left him slightly breathless and
right now, he was thankful to be heading into the pub to warm
up.

He slipped inside
quickly and felt the comforting heat invade his coat and the warmth
of the atmosphere, his spirit. As expected, the place was not
crowded. There were only a few people at the back tables, and he
found his favorite spot next to the bar. It was a dimly lit place,
with an old, very long wooden bar that had been carved from one
continuous piece of wood, or so he'd been told by the bartender the
first night he was there. He'd mentioned how lovely it was and
she'd been quite happy to regale him with the story.

She was charming,
a petite but tough New York girl, soft, curly blonde hair, pale
skin, and a thick accent that might have been more New Jersey than
New York. She was certainly pretty, and he had the slightest
suggestion that she might like him...but he decided it was better
to just leave it well alone. He hadn’t planned on staying long and
falling in love had never served him well in the past.

The pub was never
really busy at supper time. The first night he stopped in, he
thought it was just dumb luck to find a near-empty pub in a city of
millions but as he returned nightly, he realized he'd luckily found
a cozy neighborhood haunt that he guessed simply wasn't attractive
to tourists. He hated crowds so even if there was better cuisine to
be found elsewhere, which he seriously doubted, he would keep
coming back here. The tables were dark wood, functional, not
modern, and the artificial candles provided some ambience. Wood
floors, and dark faux stone walls completed the illusion of a
fairly decent English pub and maybe that's why he'd found himself
here most of the nights he'd been in Manhattan. All it really
needed was a hound sleeping quietly in front of the stone
fireplace. The bartender, who now knew him by name, brought a dark
Guinness draft to his table.

“Cole! Good to see
you again, Honey," she cooed as she put his beer down and tousled
his dark wavy locks. Her touch was always a comforting treat for
him.

“My dear Lacey,
how do you know if I even want Guinness?” he grinned, shaking his
curls back into place.

“Well,” she
regarded him carefully, “you look like you're something between an
IPA and Young's and all my experience says that would be Guinness.
Ya know, I'm not fooled by that accent. You're not really posh
enough for Young's,” she answered.

“Posh!” he
laughed, his heavy brows rising, amused by her use of such an
English word. “I'll have you know, Miss, I'm VERY posh. Maybe I DO
want to be eccentric and different just for the sake of it,” he
cajoled.

“Oh,” she said,
feigning surprise. "Would the gentleman prefer the IPA then?” She
made an exaggerated curtsy, looking up at him playfully from under
her lashes.

He paused, looking
into her green eyes, warmly amused by her, and considering how
lovely it was to have made a sweet friend of this young lady in
less than a month. He looked at her sternly and said, “No thank
you, my dear...It tastes like piss.” She froze for a second and
they both laughed at their own folly.

It always seemed
to take him a long time to warm up to people. He'd always been a
bit prickly. He didn't like to let anyone in very close and a lot
of pain came from jumping into physical relationships too soon. He
wasn't anti-social. He just wanted to know someone, connect on some
deeper level. He spent a lot of time analysing, noting details,
storing cold hard facts about the people he met. He preferred
knowing whom or what he was dealing with and largely staying quiet
unless it was necessary to speak. This peculiar characteristic made
him feel awkward in nearly every social situation. He realized
early that this deeply embedded trait didn't help him get anywhere
in the professional arena. Since he'd always wanted to be an actor
anyway, he compensated by acting like an extrovert. Sometimes
though, it was exhausting, hence his hatred of traveling. He much
preferred his laptop in ANY private room. Working remotely at any
hour was preferable to zoom rooms, or worse, real conference rooms
with strangers. He pondered now that his acting ability had gifted
him a camaraderie with this lovely girl.

“Frank, knock it
off!” came a rather loud female voice from the end of the bar. It
snapped him out of his thoughts.

Cole glanced in
the direction of her voice. At the end of the bar sat a strikingly
attractive woman, auburn hair, tan skin, in a high slit dress that
was, like her, too classy for this place. Next to her sat a dark
haired, rather stocky man. He looked like money, yet the
ill-fitting cheap suit, loafers and his unmanicured paw showed that
he was a sham. Classless. As his hand made its way up the woman’s
bare thigh Cole cringed. “Frank” was facing her so Cole didn't have
a good view of her face which irritated him. Something under her
dress caught his eye and he wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but
he didn’t want to stare.

Harness or
holster?

Lacey leaned in
close to him, “Oh, they've been there for an hour, just drinks,”
she said quietly. “First date,” she glanced in their direction
again. “He's a dog. Don't know why she messed with him. Since they
been in here, he's been pretty...grabby.” She took another longer
look then signaled to the bouncer to move a little closer to the
couple just in case.

Lacey turned her
attention back to Cole who'd been surreptitiously observing the
unusual pair.

“Anything to eat
tonight, hon? The shepherd's pie is good," she said.

“Nothing that
heavy. How about a cheese board? I fancy a mature cheddar tonight,
but I'll settle for the American equivalent,” he said, with his
best fake snobbery.

“Might surprise
ya,” Lacey winked and headed back to the bar.

Mason had just
about had enough of this bullshit. She'd been sitting here for
nearly an hour, listening to this guy spew arrogant, poorly veiled
pick-up-lines-as-conversation and she was over it.
This is the last time I’ll use an app to find a
quick date. She was about ready to utterly
end him if he tried to touch her thigh again. As she leaned down to
make sure her dress wasn't on the floor – and to pull the slit
closed – she caught the concerned, intense gaze of the Englishman.
He stared into her eyes and mouthed “Are you ok?” She nodded
slightly and somehow, even though she could always handle herself,
she was glad he was looking out for her. He was in here two nights
ago when she'd stopped in after the gym for take-out. She’d heard
him talking to Lacey. Now something caught her eye under his
jacket.

Harness or
suspenders, shoulder holster maybe?

Jolted back to
reality by Frank's hand, once again traveling up the slit of her
dress, she pushed it off her thigh for the fourth time.
It's time to get rid of this asshole.

"Aw, babe, I'm
just tryna get a taste of what's under that pretty dress," he
chided as Mason considered three ways that she could body him
immediately.

Cole had been
outright watching them at this point. He sensed that she was
getting frustrated with her situation and, whatever it was,
something was about to go down. He knew he could turn this tosser
into a sniveling bitch in minutes with at least four things he had
on him at this moment, not too threatening, but he didn't want to
jump if he didn't have to. He reckoned he wasn't that far away from
the couple, so he turned in his seat slightly in order to move
quickly, if necessary.

Mason raised her
perfectly snatched eyebrow and fixed Frank with an uncomfortably
dead stare. "Under this dress is a nine mil," she said in a low
growl. "Still want a taste?"

She watched as the
color drained from Frank's face. Mason never flinched as he stood
up. "Know what? Fuck you, bitch!” he said loudly enough to draw the
attention of the customers at the back tables. The bouncer stood
up, as did Cole. Frank must have felt the room go cold and he
quickly glanced around as he slid his wallet from the bar into his
back pocket. “You can pay the check too," he snarled as he walked
towards the front door, the bouncer's stare following him
out.

Mason was relieved
he was gone. She was still somewhat on guard and the adrenaline
rush made her hand tremble slightly as she reached for her purse.
She hated a scene anywhere let alone being part of one and now she
was embarrassed and desperately wanted to get out of there. She
hadn't noticed as Frank walked out behind her, that the Englishman
had started to walk her way. She looked up just in time to see him
quickly closing in. Her eyes were fixed on his. “Hey, I'm sorry
about that,” she said, defensively, “I'm leaving. I don't want any
trouble so what do you want?”

Ah, holster, not
garter. Cole slowed his pace as he
approached. “I was just making sure he had really left and wasn’t
coming back...and that you were fine,” he said calmly, not wanting
to escalate her palpable anxiety. He normally wouldn't involve
himself in anything like this but tonight he considered it a worthy
investment in preserving his quiet dinner and maintaining a
peaceful evening.

“Oh,” she softened
her tone and lowered her gaze, “Thank you. I'm...I'm sorry if I've
disturbed your meal. I'd be happy to pick up your check.” She
opened her purse to retrieve her credit card and looked around to
find Lacey. She looked back at him and paused. She noticed his
hazel eyes, heavy brows, and…eyeliner? Damn, that looks better than mine.

“That's not
necessary in the slightest,” Cole met her curious gaze. “I just
want you to know you’re safe here and I'm glad you're
alright.” Christ, could she have bluer
eyes? He was struck by her gorgeous smooth
skin, slightly tan. He took notice of her perfectly coiffed auburn
hair, French manicure, neutral makeup. He thought it rather
subtle...but that dress. That was no ordinary dress.
In a pub like this? He
was struggling to put it all together. The dress was clearly
Versace and the shoes unmistakably Louboutin. Surely, she wasn't just trying to impress “Frank”.

Lacey slipped
behind him with the cheese board, and he leaned over to her.
“Please put her bill on mine,” he said quietly as he turned back to
Mason. “Perhaps you'd like to join me?” he asked, giving her a
gentle smile, “I promise to be on my most gentlemanly
behaviour.” What am I doing? Now I have
company to entertain. For a moment he
thought she might turn him down, the thought of which at once
disappointed and somewhat relieved him. Somehow though, he kind of
felt like a knight of the round table. She might not have been a
damsel in distress but maybe just do
something for someone else's good, for fuck's sake, Cole, and maybe
she needs a friendly face for an hour or two.

Mason had already
gathered her purse. Michael Kors?
He'd have thought Chanel but then again,
Kors is classic, understated, less obvious. This
is Manhattan, after all. Better to exchange flash for
safety.

She paused and
looked carefully at him. Short. What,
5'10” at best? Well dressed, fairly
fit, nice shoes, Stacy's or Cole Haan? Bit
much for this place but maybe Englishmen dress for dinner?
She was trying to get a read on him. Something
about the way he spoke reached her in a place she’d closed off long
ago. He’s authoritative and comfortable
with it. Maybe the unkempt brows, the dark hair...Maybe the eyes?
Something isn't right about his eyes...Her
thoughts trailed off. She didn't need help or company right now.
She also felt somewhat vulnerable. She looked at her watch.
Maybe for at least an hour it wouldn't do any
harm to share some charcuterie and conversation.
She took a deep, slightly shaky breath and relaxed
a minute. Why the fuck not, Mason. This
evening can't get worse. “I would...yes, I
would, thank you.”

They walked over
to the table, and she pulled out her chair before he had the
chance. Miss Independent.
He sat down across from her and watched in
somewhat coarse admiration as she crossed her beautiful long legs –
and immediately felt like a right lech in doing so.

Lacey came back to
the table with an extra plate for Mason. “I'm sorry about that
creep. Jesus, you can't be fucking around with dating apps. You're
too hot for that and this trash is what you get,” she gently
admonished as she squeezed Mason's hand, affectionately, lightly
kissing her forehead.

“No, I'm sorry,
Lacey,” she said, smiling and warmly returning the squeeze. “Thanks
for letting me meet him here but Christ, you're right. Can I get
another tonic?”

“Of course,” Lacey
turned and headed to the bar.

Cole was already
snacking on the cheese, taking this all in and trying to
process. These two knew each other
well. Lacey didn't act like she knew what
was going on with this woman and “Frank”. Why didn't she just say
something?

“Did she say your
name is Mason?” he queried. “It’s unusual…it’s pretty.”

Mason paused and
carefully considered why he was asking. She looked into his eyes
for a minute to get a read. He seemed harmless enough.
Wait, was he quoting…? Nah. “Mason Garris, yes. My mum was hoping for a boy and couldn't
be arsed to change the name she'd picked out when I arrived,” she
shrugged, with a smile, looking at him, a slight twinkle in her
eye, as if she'd just got one over on him. She topped a cracker
with some mature cheddar. Where's Lacey
getting that…and why? Seems like little British “comforts of home”
are starting to appear since he showed up…Ahhhh, Lacey's crushing
on the Englishman. How adorable.

Cole chuckled. She
had no accent. Zero. Not a native New Yorker and that distinctly
British expression coming from her sounded odd to him. “'Couldn't
be arsed'? Where did you hear that?” he asked.

“You said it when
I was in here the other night,” she smiled coyly. She remembered
being taken aback by hearing a genuine Englishman in a
Manhattan-style British pub. She wasn't exactly eavesdropping, but
she was enjoying hearing him talk. His voice was smooth and deep,
and the accent wasn't harsh. Not like Mrs.
Lovett...Not Lucifer...Maybe a little Lucifer…but slightly more
posh, like Snape...Fuck's sake, Mason. Accents are regional, not
related to fictional characters. Get it together.

Cole stopped
short, sat up and leaned a little closer to her. He was intently
taking in the curve of her cheek, her jawline, her neck, her
chestnut hair color, and a quick double check of her mesmerising
blue eyes, sparkling madly in the artificial
candlelight.

“Actually, I
hadn't caught your name?” Mason asked, his silent observation
becoming slightly uncomfortable to her.

Cole looked away
momentarily to think. He prided himself on his situational
awareness and observation skills and he was sure he hadn't seen her
in here before. Looking back at her, he couldn't believe that this
stunning woman had been in the pub with him, and he hadn't
noticed.

“Hey, hello?”
Mason said, spreading another cracker. “Are you ok?”
These crackers are dry as fuck. Do they really
eat these sandpaper biscuits?

“Yes...yeah, I'm
ok,” he said carefully. “Cole. I'm Cole Dixon. Sorry...I don’t
remember you being here and I…I've been here every night since I
got to New York and I...can't believe I didn't see you...” He
trailed off, drawing deep on his beer, and munching another cheese
topped cracker. These are no Carr's. God
they’re dry.

Cole was shy by
nature. He would rarely strike up conversations, but Lacey was easy
to talk to and in fact, he'd been in here talking to Lacey nearly
every night. He didn't, however, think anything they discussed was
riveting enough for him to miss Mason’s striking beauty.
Hold on. This was mature cheddar. The real thing.
Guess Lacey went all out on her last order. Lovely!

Mason interrupted
his thought. “My gym is around the corner, and I usually stop in
for take-out after. I don't order ahead so I can sit at the bar and
talk to Lacey for a while.” She looked up to see Lacey come out
from behind the bar with her drink. “Thanks, honey," Mason
said.

“Lacey, mature
cheddar. My dear, you've outdone yourself," he said
graciously.

“You're welcome,
hon,” Lacey smiled and winked at Mason.

His brows went up
slightly. It hadn’t occurred to him that the woman before him that
he was becoming somewhat attracted to, might not be
straight. It’s not really important, is
it? Then why was she here with a male date? Cole was normally very sure of himself but at this point,
these events all seemed a bit mad, and he was starting to feel like
Alice.

As he was trying
to cross reference and analyse everything about Mason that he'd
been presented with, a fusillade of observations annoyingly began
racing through his mind. He usually tried to stop it when this
happened but this time he let it run.

She was wearing a
choker. Most women he noticed will tug at them at least once in a
while, but she hadn't touched it, so she was comfortable with it.
She was dressed for Manhattan but not this pub, so she had other
plans for tonight. She wore designer clothes but didn’t carry a
showy purse, so she was safety-conscious and probably had good
situational awareness. She conceal-carried and never fidgeted with
the holster, so she was quite accustomed to it. He’d identified the
firearm as a SIG Sauer which means drop-safe, aim by combat
sighting, one-handed if necessary and that told him she liked
things easy, controllable, and accurate. She was clearly of genuine
wealth, probably self-made. He was doubtful a mother who “couldn't
be arsed” to change her child's name to better match her gender had
any great wealth to pass on. It wouldn't
matter today but she’s what, probably 30-ish and when she was born,
a properly gendered name would have been significant.
At any rate, her name, and the fact that she never
changed it herself made her more interesting to him.

Mason looked at
her watch and he glanced too. It was a gold snake band...almost
seemed too kitschy for her. Ah, Cavalli.
Makes sense. It’s relatively inexpensive
and not enough to worry about if she loses it, yet still
elegant. As she looked back up at him, he
snapped out of his analysis and realised she was about to end this
evening’s encounter. Strangely, on impulse, he didn’t want her to
go.

"Listen, I have a
pretty informal business dinner to attend," she said, looking at
him carefully. Her somewhat intense eye contact was making him
nervous. He was afraid that she could see him desperately trying to
think of something to keep her here for a minute or two
longer.

"That's why Frank
was here,” she said quietly, looking away, still embarrassed by the
evening’s earlier debacle. “I just didn’t want to go alone. I guess
that was ultimately preferable to going with a creep like him.” She
looked back at him and once again took in his features, his
unhinged thick brows, untamed dark hair, and she double checked
those suspect hazel eyes…contacts, maybe?
Closely trimmed beard and mustache and full lips…filler? Those
cheekbones...She blinked slowly to refocus
her thoughts.

“I still don’t
want to go alone. You seem like a decent guy,” she said, kindly, “I
know this is unusual but, would you like to go with me for an hour
or so, let me do some work, then we'll bounce early? It’s the least
I can do for your help tonight and frankly,” she paused and tipped
her head slightly, “I want to keep spending time with you. This
dinner is just a necessary interruption, but I promise it'll be
nice, tuxedoed waiters, black tie, white tablecloths, red
wine."

Something flipped
on inside him. At once he felt relieved and happy that he might be
able to stay with her for a few more hours. Wait...a business function? He closed
his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to find a kind way to decline.
He wasn't up for a room full of strangers. Looking back into her
blue eyes, he saw something...loneliness?
Her? Not a chance. At the same time, the
desire to spend more time with her, right now, and maybe later,
overcame his aversion to crowds. He considered that he could
probably put his acting abilities into
overtime...Wait, what did she say
last? He looked at her with some mild
confusion. That...turn of phrase…he knew it
but...did she really just...?

She glanced at him
sideways, whilst finishing her tonic, with a half grin.
He'll never get it.
Suddenly it occurred to her that he might be getting ready to turn
her down and she might have just opened up her little music and
lyrics game with someone she may never see again.

"Did you...Did you
just quote ‘Getting You Home’ by um...hmm Josh Turner, no, no,
Chris Young...yes, I think it's Chris Young, in order to get me to
go to a business dinner with you?" he asked,
incredulously.

She put her glass
down slowly and looked up at him, genuinely shocked and pleasantly
surprised. Her expression showed only mild amusement. She rapped
her nails on the glass once before speaking.

She raised that
brow again. "Wow,” she said, impressed, “I didn't think a bloke
like yourself would know much about American country music." She
paused and giggled lightly, “and yes...Yes, I did.”

“I know some
things,” he chuckled, pleased he'd impressed this woman a little.
She'd impressed him tonight.

She liked his
smile and that...thing...he did with his lips. His lips were quite
expressive, and it was charming. She looked him over quickly. She
was about to suggest...

“I don't have a
tuxedo, but I see the clothier across the street. I'm sure they
have something off the rack that will at least halfway come up to
your standards.” He knew she was thinking that his decidedly K-pop
outfit wasn't going to suit this occasion.

“If you only knew
how low my standards could go,” she grinned, rolling her eyes. “You
saw what I was in here with, right?” she laughed and got up from
the table.

“Good riddance to
bad rubbish,” he laughed as he stood up and shook his head. He
headed to the bar to settle the tab as she walked towards the door.
He decided that he liked seeing Mason laugh and he was feeling
oddly comfortable with her already.

Lacey came out
from the back, glancing over at Mason. “Leaving so soon?” she asked
Cole.

“Well, your friend
has asked me to accompany her to a brief business function. What
kind of a gentleman would I be if I declined such a nice
invitation?” he said in his best aloof, posh tone.

“Uh huh, sure”
Lacey said, sarcastically as she handed back his credit card. He
winked at her and headed to the door to meet up with Mason. “Shall
we?” he said, gesturing across the street.


CHAPTER
2

The gentleman at
the clothier was a tall, slim man. He had slightly greying hair but
a full head of it and he was wearing a classic dark blue suit with
a tie as if he were dressed for some formal event. When they walked
in, Cole noticed that he appeared to recognize Mason but didn't
address her by name.

“Hello again.
Lovely to see you, dear,” he smiled widely and spoke in a very
luxurious manner with a sophisticated panache, almost a trope of
"ye olde" Manhattan clothier.

“Hello again,
Maxwell," she said. Cole noticed she did that French air kissing
thing on each cheek. He'd seen it on television, but it was weird
to see it in real life. “Maxwell,” she continued, “This is my
friend, visiting from England. He needs a suit for an event
tonight. We can't have him showing up in boots to ruin a black-tie
affair.” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation. Maxwell chuckled,
“Garth Brooks again? I haven't been a city boy all my life. You'll
have to try harder.”

Is this a game?
How many people does she play it with? That one was kind of
reaching. These are fine English Church's Oxfords and if they did
make a boot, it would probably still be appropriate for this
dinner. Cole’s mind was on a tangent and
internally, he chuckled at his imagined offense on behalf of
Britain's finest shoes.

Maxwell extended
his hand to Cole, and he took it. “My name is Cole Dixon, it's good
to meet you. Max, is it?” Maxwell withdrew his hand. He looked Cole
up and down and paused for what seemed almost an eternity. Mason
looked at Cole with wide eyes, almost stifling a laugh. She felt
bad for not warning him. I'll really have
to make this up to him later. “MaxWELL. If
you please,” the clothier responded with mild disdain. Cole felt
like a schoolboy getting corrected by the headmaster.
Shake it off for now, old boy. You can agonise
about this at bedtime for the next twenty years.

“Ah, my sincere
apologies,” he said, trying to gather himself. “If it's any help,
I'm a thirty-two-inch waist and…” Cole trailed off. Maxwell held up
a hand and unrolled a measuring tape rather ceremoniously. Cole had
the feeling this man and his craft were to be treated with utmost
reverence.

Maxwell led him to
the back of the store and into a massive dressing room where Cole
stripped down to his briefs. Cole was astounded by the space and
the elegance of this room. Why? People are
just trying on clothes. He glanced around
at the deep carpeting, small chandeliers, lofty ceilings, Victorian
benches and chairs. Is that a piano
sitting in the corner? A family of four could literally live in
this room comfortably. His wandering mind
pondered all the bizarre events unfolding for him and was it all
because of Mason? What was it about her that he was immediately
drawn to and yet almost wanted to shake off?

Cole was fairly
impressed with Maxwell as he watched him getting precise
measurements, meticulously writing everything down. He knew that at
the very least this suit was going to be amazing. As he was getting
dressed, he was mulling over how unusual it was that Mason seemed
to know this man. This was a men's store, and he couldn't imagine
that she'd “suited and booted” a lot of men here. He was beginning
to reckon that she lived close by, that this might be her
neighborhood. Knowing the local barkeep, going to a gym a block
from here made sense, but this didn't. Family friend? Doubtful. He'd already
figured she didn't grow up here. Why did it feel like he knew a lot
of information about her and yet he knew nothing?

Mason sat in the
showroom waiting for Cole to come out. She was thrilled to have
Maxwell creating this suit. This was spontaneous for her, and it
felt refreshing, if slightly unsafe. Deep down she knew this was a
bit of folly, driven wholly by her loneliness…but, she had money
she didn't know what to do with and oddly, she wanted to keep Cole
with her tonight. He was fascinating and she was looking forward to
getting past this dinner and spending time with him alone, where
they could talk freely without the ears of the pub pricking up. No
flirting, just talking and she nearly couldn't wait. It crossed her
mind a thousand times to blow off this dinner for numerous reasons,
but she had to show up. It was a showcase for potential investors
for the biggest deal she'd ever been part of, a $480 million smart
office building with state-of-the-art networking, and security. It
was so important she felt foolish for using a dating app to look
for a companion to bring to the event. That was just it – she had
the option to bring someone, and her loneliness often made her do
things that were out of character.

She looked up to
see Cole walk out from the back, sans jacket. She casually looked
over his body. Fairly fit and he does tuck
in a shirt pretty well. She tried hard not
to stare but in this better light, she was taken by his overall
good looks and confident demeanor. He walked over to sit beside
her.

“I'm so sorry,
Mason.” Hearing Cole say her name like that was electric.
Where did he get that voice? Her thoughts wandered for a moment. “Maxwell making this suit
is lovely and I'm so sorry that I offended him earlier,” he said,
sincerely.

She smiled gently.
“No, I'm sorry. I should have told you or signaled when I
introduced you,” she said. She stood up and walked over to the
counter where Maxwell kept an irresistible jar of multicolored
sweets. Green, blue or orange?
She sifted through the jar absently.

Cole smiled as he
watched her look through the jar. She was like a child in this
moment, a little girl, dressed up in Mum's...Versace...but most
definitely a woman who knew what she wanted, if not whom. “Doubtful
I'd have got the signal. I can be a bit thick,” Cole rolled his
eyes and smiled. He paused and finally took a good look at her
ample figure. Her bustline was slightly large for her frame.
Had she had work done? Nah, not over exaggerated
or perfectly round. Her waist curved in
nicely. Cincher? Corset? No.
Under that dress, I'd see it and at any rate,
it’s not too disproportionate to her hips...He blushed from his own thoughts. Her
hips were wideset, unquestionably feminine and her backside was
quite large and beautifully round. While he could appreciate all
her physical assets, something wasn't adding up.
Versace makes dresses for well, let's face it,
not curvaceous women like this...

His train of
thought was interrupted by the whirring of a sewing machine in the
back. Maxwell was making the final alterations right away for his
suit. Cole had to give it to him. He was a man dedicated to his
craft.

Then it
clicked.

“He alters your
dresses.” Cole blurted it out. Mason slowly turned around, still
holding the sweets jar, eyeing him carefully.

“Did Maxwell tell
you that?” She queried calmly as she plucked out an orange
one.

“No,” Cole said
softly. He immediately felt like he’d overstepped.
Well, old chap, now you have to either explain
how you know or say...

“Why do you care
about that?” Mason asked, finishing the thought for him while
popping the sweet into her mouth.

He chuckled,
embarrassed. He walked over to her, leaning on the counter. “Again,
I'm sorry. I feel like I'm constantly apologising to you. I just
couldn't figure...you were so familiar with Maxwell...this is a
men's shop...it's...I'm sorry.” He was rambling. Why did she make
him so nervous? He stopped and took a beat. He wasn't going to be
like this. Assert yourself.

“If I'm being
honest,” he said, pulling himself up straight, “the fit on your
dress is so perfect and Maxwell is so thorough and meticulous that
I thought he must be the one altering your dresses.” Why had it
been so important for him to know what their relationship was? Why
couldn't he just ask? Why am I like this
sometimes? Wait, is she
smiling?

Mason looked at
him with some pity. It must have insanely
difficult for him to actually say that out loud. My God, he is cute
but damn, has he really been trying to figure all that out?
She thought maybe she should be more
observant, try to figure him out a little
too.

She laughed
lightly, “Yeah, Maxwell is my tailor. I met him at the pub a few
years ago and we got along. He’s like the dad I would have picked.”
She paused for a minute to get a read from him. He raised his brows
slightly but didn’t seem bored, so she went on. “Full disclosure,
I'm addicted to designer dresses, shoes, and I can afford them, so
why not, right? But my figure doesn't exactly fit the designers I
like so I buy them, and Maxwell makes them fit. He's terrific and
he's profoundly serious about his work.”

Cole was pondering
her answer when Maxwell appeared from the back with his suit. “Mr.
Dixon, can we try on the coat once more to confirm the fit?” Cole
slipped on the tailored coat, and it felt like he'd been born in
it. His eyes lit up and he saw the slightest smile on Maxwell's
face. He imagined that this man wasn't given to open emotion. His
client's appreciation was important and satisfying. He turned to
look directly at Maxwell. “Sir,” Cole said, most formally, “This is
quite easily the best fitting, most elegant coat a man can wear and
certainly that I ever have. I am truly honored that you put such
excellent craftsmanship into this for someone as common as
myself.”

Mason just stood
there; gobsmacked. She was glad she had a sweet in her mouth to
keep it from hanging open. How lovely of
this man to be so kind. Cole’s compliment
sounded sincere. She considered that he was like a social
chameleon, tailoring his manner to people based on what he knew
about them, and he'd certainly made Maxwell incredibly happy this
evening.

Maxwell puffed up
slightly, “I am so very pleased you approve. Shall we get you
dressed?” and he gestured towards the back.

Cole walked back
towards the dressing room, stopped, and turned to
Maxwell.

“I hate to ask for
one more thing. You've done so much but do you by chance sell
something like an overnight bag? I might need that for the suit I
came in wearing.”

“Of course, I'll
put it outside the door. Now go, go,” Maxwell said as he shooed him
into the dressing room. Cole thought he was probably anxious to see
the final reveal. Alone in the fitting room, he had a “what the
fuck am I doing” moment. He was going to a business dinner with a
woman he just met. He'd never really been the “throw caution to the
wind” type but tonight felt different. She felt different than any
woman he'd met, and he was becoming impatient to learn everything
about her, confirm his suspicions, embrace the surprises. He
normally feared such things but maybe, well maybe he felt different
too. Time to get dressed. Harness over or
under the shirt? Over. Belt no suspenders. He considered that no one would see it anyway. Maxwell had
accommodated him with a pin buckle for his belt, which he
preferred. Cufflinks. Jesus, I haven't
worn these in a minute. Respectable Brits
wore a Windsor knot tie, but he preferred the more modern Eldridge
knot. She'd picked the suit and he, the shoes and as he slipped the
Hermes dress shoes on, he noticed how nicely they echoed the pin
buckle's style.

He looked into the
mirror. Good God! “You look smashing!” he said softly in his best Nigel
Thornberry imitation. He put his other clothes into the overnight
bag Maxwell had dependably left outside the door.
Maxwell is a good sort. He was almost wishing he could take him along when he returned
to London.

Mason was talking
with Maxwell about two new dresses she was considering. She'd found
one from De La Renta that appeared to be flattering to her type of
figure, and Maxwell promised a few alterations that would make it
look perfect. They were discussing sizing when Cole appeared from
the back.

Mason turned to
look at him and nearly lost her breath. She'd thought he was decent
looking but here before her stood this immaculately suited,
stunning man and she found it difficult to play off the weakness in
her knees. This night went from shit to
shinola pretty fast. Got DAMN! She
swallowed hard, trying not to let her composure slip, and turned to
Maxwell, “Put this on my account, please,” she said, trying to
steady her voice.

“Yes ma'am,” he
replied. Maxwell seemed almost giddy that his work had so plainly
impressed both of them.

Cole didn’t miss
her initial reaction and, subtly taking in how impressed she was,
he stood and looked into the three-way mirror, making some slight,
completely unnecessary adjustments, glancing sideways to see
Mason's reaction. He smiled into the mirror, thrilled that she
seemed so pleased. He picked up the overnight bag and walked to
her.

“So, we're ready
to take on this dinner?” he said as nonchalantly as possible. Even
he wanted to take another minute and drink in how good this suit
looked on him. If ever the suit made the
man, this is it. His confidence was
spinning up and he wasn't even nervous.

“I'd say so,”
Mason said with a huge smile. She was getting pretty comfortable
with him. And why was that...No time for
over thinking. I'm going to be late if we don't get
going.

They bid goodbye
to Maxwell who gave them both brief hugs. Cole was never a "hugger"
but in this serendipitous moment, he didn’t mind.

As the couple
stepped out on the street, Mason took a fob out of her purse, hit
the button. A car across the street in front of the pub beeped an
automotive hello. Cole looked a little harder. Fiat Spider, red, rag top. Of course. She didn't buy this
because of the Tim McGraw song, did she? No, probably not. The car
doesn't really fit a woman. Or maybe I have some outdated ideas
about gender and automobiles.

They jaywalked the
light and he walked to the passenger side. He just couldn't believe
this was all happening so fast – he felt wonderfully and
terrifyingly reckless. He was about to get in this woman's car and
give over control of his safety to her. There was no safeword for
this situation.

"Are you
completely sure about this? I could be anyone." He quipped coyly,
as he opened the passenger door and threw his bag in the back. She
snapped a wicked look at him across the top of the car and raised
that brow. Was he having second
thoughts? She fixed him with a forbidding
stare and paused until he couldn't look away. He melted into her
blue eyes, his head up, stoic. He swallowed hard, waiting for her
answer, her direction.

"Who said ‘anyone’
isn't good enough for me tonight?" she asked.

Cole visibly
flinched. He didn't know what to think of that answer. He was still
feeling confident yet somewhere, a tiny flame of doubt had been
lit. He wasn't sure he was ok with being just anyone to her. At the
same time, he wanted to see where this night was going. She was in
control now. So noted.


CHAPTER
3

This car was
smaller than he'd thought. Cole was only 5'10” but he still felt a
bit large for it. And why does it sit down
so close to the street? He didn't want to
seem awkward but damn he felt it. How the fuck does she
manage with those long legs? He pondered
absently, looking down to see her Louboutins on the driver's side
floor. Christ! She's driving
barefoot. He smiled and shook his
head. Stick shift. In control and out of
the norm. He was becoming increasingly
intrigued with her. She had beautiful long legs, something he
appreciated about tall women, though she wasn't taller than he was
until the heels went on. Her pedicure was a basic black polish that
seemed not quite feminine enough for her. Then again, she isn't exactly girly...his mind was rapidly analysing. She didn't turn on the radio or have any music in the car,
yet she quotes song lyrics like regular conversation. And
what is that
little game? The silence was getting
awkward.

“What kind of
business are you in?" he asked.

“I work for a
commercial real estate firm in Manhattan,” she said and shrugged.
“It's a living.”

“So it is,” he
chuckled. “I suppose it keeps up with your designer dress addiction
and pub take away?" he asked.

She laughed out
loud. “Yaass. It does. I'm a spoiled bitch and have no one to blame
but myself.” She glanced at him sideways, simultaneously working
through the midtown traffic. “What do you do?” she
asked.

“I'm a contractor
for various IT companies,” he replied. He wanted to impress her,
regale her with his work stories but he had to guard the details of
his job for professional reasons.

“Are you a
transplant or traveler?” she queried.

He stopped and
took a beat. No one ever asked that question that way and he was
intrigued by her turn of phrase. “Well, traveler I suppose. I live
in London. The firm that manages my contracting is there but mostly
I travel between London and New York. If I'm being honest, most of
my work over the last five years has been in New York, Manhattan
specifically. I had a short contract in Los Angeles last year and I
don't care to go back. I like New York City. It reminds me of
London, I guess.”

“That's why you
keep going back to the pub?” she wondered aloud.

“Yes, in fact,” he
answered, “I don't really like crowds and I usually order room
service. I got here last Monday, and my luggage ended up in
Philadelphia. It was going to be a day before it arrived. I went to
Duane Reade to get some things I'd packed in my checked
bag…”

“And you saw the
pub,” she finished.

“Yes, I saw the
pub. I was shocked that it was about four in the afternoon, and it
was nearly empty. I went back every night since but somehow…I
missed you,” he said.

She looked at him
but couldn't read his expression. “Yeah, it's not a busy place. I
like it for that reason too," she said. She felt like it was odd to
be having this “get to know ya” conversation on the way to an event
that, given her situation, she really should have attended by
herself but UGH! That rat fucker Tony is
going to be there. Maybe since someone is with me, he'll leave me
alone.

Tony was an
administrative assistant and the firm brought him to every event to
take notes, be a runner and overall organize and direct. The guys
in the office liked him and, on the surface, he had seemed decent,
but he'd grabbed her ass on more than one occasion and Mason was
less than amused to say the very least. She'd complained to her
boss, yet Tony managed to stay by promising to act better. She
suspected it was because he functioned as a wingman for some of the
guys in the office during happy hours. Some days Mason wondered why
she picked a career in a “man's world” as her mother had put
it.

They were stopped
in traffic. She took a reflective minute, and she was thinking that
she might really like Cole. He was intriguing, refreshing,
enigmatic. Oddly, some small, long-dormant flame in her was coming
alive again and she found herself definitely looking forward to the
possibility of spending some one-on-one time with him.
Maybe on
him...Why are you
a ho? Just...why?

“Can you tell me a
little about what kind of dinner this is going to be?” Cole
interrupted her thought.

“Yep. Our firm is
brokering a deal for a half-block three-story smart office
building. The price tag is about half a billion and we have about
four potential buyers coming to this dinner for an informal meet
and greet. It’s a prototype, well for Manhattan anyway because all
of the original wiring and communication network is being upfit to
accommodate smart technology. We're just going to be providing some
information and be there to answer questions for these groups that
have shown interest. If a buyer emerges from this group and we sell
it, our firm will be poised to do this kind of upgrade for other
smaller, older office buildings, creating safer, more comfortable
workplaces in the city. We have a chance to be at the forefront of
a commercial space renaissance, if you will, in Manhattan. It would
be incredibly progressive for our firm which is relatively small by
comparison to other commercial agencies. I think the IT group is
supposed to be there. They were tentative...” She looked at him and
he'd gone pale.

“Ay, you ok?” she
asked, anxiously.

He couldn't
believe this. How the fuck?
He was shaken. How the
fuck did...was this all a setup? Does she know who I am? No, no,
not possible. No one does. Not even the contractor knows me on
sight...This was sounding all too familiar.
This was the exact reason he had come to New York. He was
contracted to test the network security in a new smart office
building. It was going to be an upfit network but there were issues
with the electricity load, so his work had been delayed. The
network install had only been started Monday. This was Friday and
his work wouldn't begin until Tuesday, if then. He'd considered
going back to London but there wasn't really anything there as he
had few friends. He'd found a pub and Lacey was nice, the hotel was
decent, so he stayed. How the hell did I
wind up exactly in the middle of my own project where I have no
business being?

Cole was a white
hat, an ethical hacker. His contracts generally involved testing
medium to high security network installations and reporting any
vulnerabilities he found. He couldn't get too involved with anyone
related to a project, at least he couldn't reveal who he was, so
that no one would be inclined to try to influence him to give a
pass to the network. Yet, here he was, about to meet everyone on
the real estate side, the most invested participant, in his
opinion.

He took a deep
breath, looked at her and smiled. “I'm fine.” He paused to deflect.
“It's just been quite a whirlwind of events, hasn't it, and this
all seems so fortuitous. I don't usually do things like this,
so...impulsive. You know, I was just thinking, this doesn't really
seem like it would be a 'plus one' event.”

“It is. These
always are when they're relatively informal. Our firm's owner, Ben,
is big on family. He gets that we spend a large part of our time at
the office so when he has these smaller events, especially if it's
dinner, he lets everyone involved bring someone, usually SOs. If
they come, they’re usually there to help and gather some
information or just create a relaxed atmosphere. It’s not a bad
tactic when you’re talking about big commitments like owning or
leasing commercial property in Manhattan. I don't really like being
there with no one. Makes me feel…out of place, I guess,” she said.
“Listen, I promise I won't have to be here long. Ben and Jay are
the leads on this particular account. I’ll be talking with some
folks tonight but let’s face it, I’m kinda the eye
candy.”

He looked at her,
his expression showing his disdain.

“Hey, real estate
in New York is cut-throat. You have to use all your assets…even if
it's a pretty partner in the firm." She laughed and batted her
lashes at him, playfully.

He smiled.
“Partner?” He was impressed but, at the same time, not surprised.
"Tell me about that. It must have been thrilling to be made
partner,"

“Yep. They made me
a partner last year. I worked my ass off for it, though. Well, not
all of it,” she joked. “I mean, Maxwell still has to alter my
dresses,” She winked at him and giggled.

Cole had never
been married but he had been in a relationship for longer than
forty-five seconds and that was long enough to learn not to laugh
at a woman's self-deprecating remarks about her body. He smiled
gently and said, “I think Maxwell does a fantastic job of making
your dresses accentuate your...assets.”

“Good answer,” she
said, feigning being impressed. She was already looking forward to
leaving this dinner with Cole. She loved her job but being in the
presence of this seemingly kind and sensitive, yet authoritative
man suddenly made talking business all night sound incredibly
boring.

She turned the car
into the hotel valet lane. Cole tried to come around to open her
door, but the valet beat him to it. She got out and grabbed her
purse, handing the keys to the valet.

“Put this in a
good spot,'' she said, slipping him a $100 bill.

Cole shook his
head. He wasn't impressed or intimidated by wealth and surely, she
knew that by now, so he was coming to the realization that she was
really just like this. Generous or buying
approval? A “money fixes everything” person. No. If that were the
case, she could have called any number of legitimate escort
services in New York for this event, yet here we are.

He caught up with
her at the door and walked into the huge marble lobby behind her.
The hotel was upscale and luxurious, and he felt slightly out of
place. He was relegated to a few specific hotels in the city due to
his work needs and this was certainly not one. Was that a spa…inside the hotel? Damn, I need to re-think my
lodging choices. He hated how his mind
seemed to constantly wander. Focus.

He gently pulled
her aside before they got to the elevators. “Mason, I'm not really
hung up on the whole male/female roles, but may I please lead while
we're here? I feel a bit useless if I can't at least open a door or
pull out a chair for you,” he asked quietly.

She smiled,
embarrassed. She always did this, and it was off-putting to most
men. She didn't know how to fearlessly let someone else lead her.
She looked carefully into Cole's eyes, and he seemed so very
genuine. “I'm sorry. I am not used to this,” she stammered over her
words. “I'm not. I do everything by myself, for myself. To be
honest, with everything I have to do tonight, it would be a relief
for someone else to lead," she said, kindly.

“I understand,” he
smiled a huge smile at her, then he stood up very straight and
extended his arm, “I'm here for you, M'Lady.” Her blue eyes caught
the fading sunset, and it nearly took his breath away. He literally
had nothing to go on, but he was feeling something for this
spontaneous, independent...stranger...for all intents and purposes.
She giggled at his old-fashioned chivalry. She took his arm and
they headed down the hall towards the elevator and up to the second
floor. They emerged into a rather large lobby outside a
ballroom.

“Masooon!” A
shorter, sandy-haired man in an ill-fitting Armani suit approached
them.

It was Tony. The
way he said her name irritated her. She hated that singsong,
drawing out...FUCK! She closed her eyes and turned to face him with a fake smile.
“Tony,” she said, “knew you'd be around here somewhere.”

“Always, always”
he looked her up and down like he was evaluating a car. “You look
stunning, I must say.” He reached out to take her hand.

He always wanted
to kiss her hand and she thought it was a disgusting gesture in
general, let alone from him. She dodged his grab and placed her
hand on Cole's shoulder. “Tony, I'd like you to meet my friend,
Cole. He's here on business from London,” she said
politely.

Cole subtly sized
him up. He already didn't like the repeating thing that Tony was
doing. He assumed people who did that weren't being entirely
honest, trying to convince others of their sincerity by saying
words twice and he found it annoying. His mind automatically began
to assess the situation. The suit and the shoes looked
pre-owned. Trying to impress but can't
really afford. More importantly, he could
instantly read Mason's body language out loud. It was similar to
when she was with Frank in the pub. She was practically
screaming.

“Ah, Cole,” Tony
reached out for a handshake, “any friend of Mason's…you know the
rest,” he winked with an artificial laugh.

Cole was still
sizing him up as they shook hands. He seemed ok but based on
Mason's body language, he wasn't. “Good to meet you. What do you do
here?” Cole asked politely.

“Man, I do
everything,” Tony said. “Keep things in order, keep everything
running smooooth.” His smile was insipid.

“Assistant, then?”
Cole inquired, knowingly inserting then turning the knife a
little.

Tony paused and
his smile lessened slightly. “Yes. Exactly.” He looked Cole over
carefully. “And what is it you do?”

Poser.
“I'm an IT contractor,” Cole answered.

“Wow! Ok. Alright,
alright,” Tony said, feigning being impressed. “Well, if you and
Mason want to head in, you'll be at table three.” He put his arm up
as if to pat Mason's shoulder. As she turned towards the door, Cole
saw something, a quick movement from Tony. He'd dropped his hand
and surreptitiously tried to grab Mason's backside.

Mason heard a loud
snap. She spun around to see Cole walking Tony quickly around the
elevators and out of sight. She thought she could glimpse Tony's
hands bound with a…belt?
She shook her head, not really sure of what she
saw but she froze in place. She heard not one more sound and then
Cole came back around the elevators …without Tony.

“Where's Tony?"
she asked quietly, through gritted teeth. “What...what did you
do?”

Cole's brows went
up with innocence. “Oh, you know, it was so unfortunate. Tony had
to leave. Emergency or…something...” He trailed off. She had him in
that dead stare.

“I can handle
Tony. What...do you think you're doing?” She wasn't in the mood for
being “rescued” right now and she didn't want to know why he
thought he had to do that.

“Well, it's like
you said. With everything you have to do tonight, the least I can
do is take the lead," he said calmly, surveying the
room.

She looked at him
suspiciously for a moment. Then she took a breath, “To be fair to
you, I'm glad Tony's…indisposed but um, maybe save that Bond shit
for when we get back out into the city, huh?” she
whispered.

He nodded in
agreement. He still was surveying the room. He put his arm around
her waist and smiled. "Let's head inside,” he said
softly.

Deep down she was
fucking flustered, and her thoughts were racing. That was the
smoothest, sexiest damn thing she'd ever seen, live and in person.
She prided herself on never needing anyone but for just a second,
from somewhere locked away inside her, the desire to let him rescue
her, let him just utterly sweep her away tempted her. Instead, she
took a deep breath and tried to refocus her thoughts.

They walked into
the softly lit ballroom. As Mason looked around for her team, she
was impressed with how her firm had made every effort to impress.
Four large tables were covered in spotless white tablecloths, one
table for each potential client, each was set with silver service
and stacks of information packs in the center. At least Tony had got this all done before his untimely
departure. Tuxedoed staff walked around
with glasses of wine on trays and there was an open bar in the
corner for cocktails. She saw her partners were all there by the
bar, suited in New York's finest corporate wear and potential
clients were already being schmoozed. She and Cole made their way
over to the bar.

“Mason!” Jay
noticed them approaching and waved them over. Jay was tall with
blondish hair that he kept short.

Mason gave Cole a
quick rundown as they crossed the room. “That’s Jay. He’s one of my
best friends. He's a hell of a stand-up guy, always gives credit
where it's due. He helped me ramp up mastering the nuances, hacks,
and secrets, if you will, of selling in New York. He told me the
day I started that I would make partner in no time," she said. She
was tremendously grateful that he'd seen her potential and talent
and helped her develop it. “Ben, the man to Jay's right, is the man
who started the firm. He only gets involved in the biggest deals we
make. Otherwise, it's all Jay,” she finished Cole nodded, in an
appreciative manner.

Jay greeted her
with an air kiss. Does everyone in New
York do that? I thought it was just the
fashion thing or French...Cole quickly cut
off his wandering thoughts.

“Jay, this is my
friend Cole. He's visiting from London,” Mason said, pleasantly.
Cole noticed that she positively beamed this time when she
introduced him, like a young girl introducing her boyfriend to her
dad. It told him a lot about her relationship with Jay. This was a
man she regarded as a mentor.

“Good to meet you
Cole,” Jay smiled and shook his hand warmly with that
two-handed...thing. This was distinctly an American trait and Cole
wasn't really used to it. It felt awkward to him. Jay continued,
“Huh...the IT firm has had a contractor from London in New York all
week. Have you met?” he laughed, harmlessly making the joke that
all foreigners and celebrities in New York know each other. Mason's
brows went up and she shot a quick glance at Cole. She stared for
just a second then she shook her head. Not
possible.

Cole laughed
along. “I'll let you know if I meet him,” he said, pretending not
to notice Mason's look.

Jay turned to
Mason and winked. “Hey, girl. After all the work you did landing
the Hughes management contract last week, do you maybe wanna get
out of here early tonight?"

"Hell, yeah,"
Mason said, "but you know, I'm here for whatever."

Jay smiled and put
his hand on Mason's shoulder. "I appreciate that. I think you’ll
get a break tonight. I put you with Cheltenham Partners at table
three. Fairly sure they'll drop out first. I don't think they
really have the financial backing for this project.”

Mason looked
relieved, “I appreciate it. I'll get you on the next
one.”

“No problem. Ben
and I have the two real players tonight and it might get
late.”

Jay lived for this
kind of thing. He had been happily married to the same man for
nearly ten years. They had a wonderful life and him holding down a
lucrative job like this enabled them to live quite comfortably on
Long Island. Mason didn't envy him. She was genuinely happy for
them and as a perk of their friendship, she often got to visit
their home and lounge at the pool in the summer. Jay's husband,
Phillip, was a schoolteacher who, more than anything, loved being
able to be a role model, confidante, and advocate for LGBTQIA+
students.

Their situation
was enviable, yet Mason hadn't dug in for that. She wasn't quite as
dedicated to every deal and sometimes, like tonight, she just
wanted to leave early. “Thanks Jay. We're going to get some wine,
sit down. My shoes are kinda killing me,” she giggled.

“Tryna impress
everyone and look at you. Hurt feet.” Jay lowered his voice. “Go
take a load off, girl.” He turned to Cole with a smile. “It was
nice to meet you, Cole. I hope to see you again.”

“Likewise,” Cole
said, shaking Jay’s hand. How did this
firm employ these lovely people and then have an assistant like
that moron Tony?

A waiter passed by
him with a tray of red wine. He smoothly snatched two glasses and
handed one to Mason. “Oooh, that was slick," she said, grinning.
“Almost as slick as that little...predicament you put Tony in.” She
took a sip of wine and scanned the room, as if to cover what she'd
just said.

Cole raised his
brow. He looked at her for a minute, sipping his wine. He decided
not to answer her. They were both playing too many games right now
for as little as they knew each other. She was pushing in, and he
wasn't ready for it yet. He still wanted more time with her to
talk, to listen, to know her before he got too familiar and right
now, he was still trying hard to read the room.

He put his hand
lightly on Mason's back. "Shall we sit?" he asked and started
walking toward their table. There were already three other men
sitting there, dressed in decent suits but not designer. Cole
looked them over. They didn't look like they were trying to impress
anyone. Sometimes that's the way to go.
Don't show your hand too soon. He
remembered what Jay had said and wondered if he'd called this group
right.

Cole realised that
with the way they'd seated themselves, he and Mason would be across
the table from each other. Ah well,
there's no conversation with her that I need to have right now.
This is her moment. He pulled her chair out
for her and resigned himself to being an observer tonight,
basically ‘anyone’, as agreed.

The waitstaff
started bringing salads, appetizers, and finally main courses. Cole
felt like he was at an ancient Roman feast. Jesus, even at business meetings Americans really stuff
themselves. He was far more interested in
watching Mason work the table, answering questions, occasionally
referring to the information packet, explaining their plan and why
the price tag was so high. She was even more beautiful in this
setting, sharp, witty, focused, accommodating, a total fucking package. As he
listened to her talk about the commercial real estate climate in
New York, the advantages of owning, and really selling without
selling this building, he knew why she was a partner.
It’s not often that you get to watch your SO at
work. You don't always get to see that side of your...Hold up,
Cole. The familiarity he felt with her was
uncanny and his thoughts were getting ahead of him.

The business
questions petered out and by the time dessert had arrived, they had
begun discussing contemporary topics. The lead of the group was
Dylan, the CFO of Cheltenham and he probably spoke most. It was
clear to Cole that Dylan had a massive ego and the other two people
he'd brought with him were probably just office sidekicks. They
didn't seem to have much to say besides the occasional nod and
“Good point.” Dylan wasn't particularly good looking, pale, blond,
thinning hair, too thin for his age, but he had money. That can
make a man attractive. According to a quick Google search, Cole
found out Cheltenham did about $90M a year. Kinda broke for Manhattan, if you think about
it, which made him wonder why they were
here. Dylan came across as a real tosser, but he was willing to
give him a...

“I couldn't care
less if you're gay, you know, just don't hit on me," Dylan
said.

Cole shook his
head with disgust. Deep breath, Mate. This
is Mason’s show.

They'd been
talking lightly about the recently introduced Federal marriage
equality legislation. It seemed to Cole that this kind of topic
would be verboten in a professional setting but apparently, Mason's
firm was set on working with clients who aligned with their
progressive values. As such, they didn’t have too many policies in
place about conversations at informal events. He quickly glanced in
her direction to get her take.

Mason rolled her
eyes and pulled hard on her wine. Just
hope you never have to work with them, Mason. She was thinking about what to say next when she heard Cole's
voice.

"Who would?" he
asked, leveling a dark stare at Dylan. Mason snapped a look at him.
He ignored her.

"I'm sorry?" Dylan
looked at Cole.

Cole had barely
spoken to anyone at the table this evening, save for introducing
himself. Now Cole looked Dylan over, confirming his previous
assessment. "Who would hit on you?" He distinctly asked,
enunciating each word to make sure Dylan heard
correctly.

Dylan laughed,
slightly uneasy. "You'd be surprised, my friend," he said, the
remark garnering him a few mild co-signs from his colleagues at the
table.

"Doubtful," said
Cole, his voice deeper, more authoritative.

Mason sat back,
intrigued to see where this was going. She could always step in,
but she already knew Cheltenham was out and she’d had about as much
of Dylan as she could stand this evening. She was only slightly
concerned with what Cole might say and she couldn’t argue that his
commanding manner in this situation was fascinating to her and
somewhat arousing. She might not be doing the right thing for the
moment, but he’d piqued her curiosity and she wanted to ride this
out until she had to step in.

Cole took a deep
drink of water and looked back at Dylan's face, now a mix of
embarrassment and irritation. He didn't need to do this, but these
types didn’t sit well with him nor Mason, he’d guessed. Like her,
he was out of patience with this one. Still, he wanted to proceed
with caution. Cole glanced at Mason for her take. She cocked her
brow as if she were waiting to see what was next from him. He
couldn’t really read her, so he sat back in his chair.
Temper, old chap. He’s just a nobody here and not
necessarily worth your time. Cole had an
intense dislike for bigots and while he did not consider himself to
be a social justice warrior, he rarely tolerated bigotry and
prejudice in his presence or in conversation. In this case, he had
Mason to think about and usually he could read somebody's face, but
he was having a tough time determining how much she would welcome
any level of reproval of this guest.

Dylan saw the
interaction. "See," he said sardonically, "you take your orders
from a woman. I don't take orders from anyone, especially not
women." The conversation had taken a bad turn. His colleagues were
now trying to uncomfortably signal him that it was enough, but he
smugly stared at Cole, as if he'd just ended him. Mason's face
turned red, and it didn't take much for Cole to read that she was
pissed.

"Excuse me?" Mason
said, cocking that brow at Dylan. She didn’t move but this was
getting tense. Mentally, she was still weighing her options for
ending this conversation. Cheltenham were posers at best, and this
was going to end any chance they might have had.

Dylan didn’t
acknowledge her, instead focusing on Cole. "Aren't you going to
defend the little lady?" He sneered.

Cole never broke
his gaze. "She can handle herself…and you."

"She couldn't
handle me," Dylan laughed. His colleagues shifted nervously in
their seats.

“C'mon, Dyl,” one
of them said, “That's enough, man. We're not here for this.” He
turned to Cole. “Look, he's had a little too much, ya know?” he
said, laughing nervously. He didn't like the dead, brooding look in
Cole's eyes, so he took a deep breath and sat back, resigning
himself to whatever was going to happen.

Cole looked once
again at Mason who just shrugged, and grabbed her wine. The table
was quiet, and laser-focused on Cole. He looked around the table
carefully and leveled a dangerous look at Dylan, lowered his voice,
and spoke calmly but firmly.

"You wouldn't know
how to handle any real women because until tonight, you haven't met
one. All you know are the gold diggers and gym rats that follow you
around because they smell money. You take out one or two every now
and then to feed your ego, maybe be seen here or there but you've
never quite made Page 6." Cole looked him over, "Not good looking
enough for that, to be sure. Going by the length of your ear hair,
you haven't done in a while, why? Because regardless of how the
evening goes, they're dense and shallow and you loathe the person
you are around them, yet you don't possess the intelligence or
self-awareness to fix the problem. Like a dog to its vomit, you
keep going back because the alternative is going home to an empty
house that hasn't seen a home-cooked meal since mummy and daddy
helped you move in." Dylan went pale, swallowing hard he raised his
chin slightly as Cole continued.

"At least at work
you found yourself a group of,” he glanced with disdain at the rest
of the men, “colleagues...I suppose...who only put up with you
because they are waiting for you to say something wildly
inappropriate in a professional setting,” he looked back at Dylan,
“to be the first one to cut your throat and take your place. One of
them has been recording you all night."

The table was
silent. Dylan glanced around at his colleagues. No one moved. Mason
sat there pleasantly shocked. She took a deep drink of her wine.
She was nervous, but she couldn't deny enjoying the
show.

"Look at me!" Cole
growled and Dylan's attention snapped back.

He leaned toward
Dylan and continued calmly, a slight, angry simmer underpinning his
words. “It's intoxicating when a man is genuinely and deeply
attracted to you. It’s in the way he lightly touches your sleeve,
and you can sense that he's excited just being close to you,
getting that firm hand that says, 'In case you're wondering if I'd
have you, tonight, I would.'…but it eats you alive to see any
couples together and happy. Why? You know that you'll never know
the feeling because it can't be bought.” He paused and sat back. He
pulled on his wine once more and looked at Mason, giving her a
subtle wink. “Now please shut your mouth,” he said, slowly looking
back at Dylan. “You've brought far too much stupid to the room as
it is."

Red-faced and
silent, Dylan was seething. He had nothing to say. At the same
time, he sensed that Cole was not a person to be challenged. He
angrily stood up to go as did his colleagues.

As they walked
away, Jay approached the table, where now only Mason and Cole sat.
"What happened to them?" he asked, sarcastically.

"They um...had an
emergency," Mason replied, her head still swimming from the murder
she’d just witnessed.

Jay nodded. "Ah. I
didn't think they'd stay long anyway. I think we've closed in on
two solid potentials tonight..."

Mason cut him off,
"Jay, Imma head home if you've got this." She really wanted to
leave. It had been a dramatic evening and she was
exhausted.

Jay paused and
then smiled at her. "Girl, get on home. Ben and I got this. Thanks
for all your hard work and I'll call you tomorrow if they bite." He
patted her back gently and walked away.

Mason let out a
sigh. She felt as if she'd been holding her breath for the last
five minutes. "Wow. Just wow. That was amazing!” She giggled
quietly, eyes dancing.

“Shall I take a
bow?” Cole chuckled. He truly
liked seeing her laugh. He was suddenly afraid the
evening might end too soon if they left. They didn't have anything
else to do here.

“Oh my god, yes.
Are you ready to get out of here?" She laughed, looking a little
closer at him. He seemed a little tight at the moment. She wondered
if he was upset with her for even asking him here. She knew a
little about buyer's remorse.

"Are you ok?" she
asked, softly as she came around to sit next to him. She leaned in
and put her hand on his arm. He still felt a little adrenaline
shaking through his system and he rubbed his forehead as if to
clear his mind. He snapped out of his thoughts and looked at her.
In the moody lighting, her earrings reflected a sparkle onto her
cheek and her lips still glimmered. The shimmer of her eyeshadow
gleamed. "I'm fine actually," he smiled at her. "What a complete
tosser, eh?"

She rolled her
eyes. "He was a grade A asshole, but I meet someone like him at
least once a month. They only think they have the money to make big
moves until they come to see us. He wasn't in the same league as
anyone here." She gestured to the other tables where her colleagues
were talking about the upfit and pricing. "I knew he was mostly
show and figured he'd drop out, but I still have to do the job,"
she said.

Cole smiled at
her. “I was watching you. You're amazing! I just hope I haven't
made it harder on you. The things I said…” he trailed off. Her
being so close to him was unnerving right now.

“Nah,” she said,
patting his sleeve and nodding to the rest of the room. “They've
already forgotten Cheltenham were here.”

“Brilliant,” he
said, finishing his wine.

She sat there for
a minute, taking in his brooding looks, how he made that suit look
delicious. She became keenly aware of their closeness. “That suit
makes you look gorgeous. I noticed you're wearing a,” she lightly
pulled back his jacket, “harness...?” Her eyes asked the rest of
that question.

He blushed as
though he'd been found out. “Sometimes when I'm in strange places,
I wear it to feel more…Confident.”

“So just fashion
then?”

“Not...quite,” he
replied carefully.

She decided to let
it go. “Well,” she smiled, “there's no stranger place than New
York,” and she finished her wine. She figured he liked to take
things slow. She got the distinct impression he was trying to
really get to know her, waiting for the “right” moment. She perked
up, realizing they could get the rest of the evening started. It
was only nine anyway and they were in the city that never sleeps.
“Hey. Let's get out of this dump,” she said smiling.

They walked to the
elevator and stepped in as it opened. He looked at her hair in the
light of the lift. It was beautiful, auburn and slightly more
disheveled than when they went upstairs. After all, she'd had a
hell of an evening. He was mentally searching for something,
something to keep them together tonight. They walked out to the
valet stand and waited for the car. They got in and as she once
again slipped off the heels, he got the idea that she just wanted
to get comfortable. He didn't feel like he should keep her if she
just wanted to go home.

“So obviously
there's some cool clubs in New York,” she suggested. “I can get us
in anywhere. We can drink and dance if you want?” She didn't want
to do that, but she also didn't want to push the whole “back to my
place” thing.

“I'm not really a
'club' kinda guy. Also, I can't dance,” he laughed.

“Ok, well I know a
quiet coffee spot. It's open all night and we could just talk until
our tongues get tired and run out of things to say. How does that
sound?” She had that look. That look that she got when she was
playing that game.

Cole thought hard.
“Same Old Lang Syne!” He said triumphantly.

She giggled. He
played the game, and it made her happy. “Yes! Hey, I really
appreciate you going with me tonight. I want to make the last part
of the night more pleasant for you than the first.” She rolled her
eyes, smiling.

Cole looked at her
for a moment. Being close to her had a distinct calming effect on
him and he hadn’t yet sorted it, but he was enjoying it. “You know,
despite some of the events of this evening, I've had an enjoyable
time.” He looked at her carefully. He couldn't get a solid read but
he really felt that her energy was declining. “If I'm being
honest,” he said calmly, “I'm more of a Netflix and…”

Please don't say
chill. That would completely negate
everything she thought she'd figured out about him.

“Pillow fort
person.” His energy started growing as he spoke, and he was getting
a little animated. “See we build a fort then you pick a movie, I
pick a movie. We watch them both and you tell me why yours is so
great and I tell you,” he giggled. His secret was out. He always
fell back to a certain childlike silliness when all else gave out.
He'd always done it when he was with friends, and they said it made
him weird. To them, it was weird that he acted like that but also
that he could switch so fast between dangerous and Cartoon Network.
He'd thought about it, tried to suppress it for some years but
after a while, he didn't give a fuck. He decided to embrace his
weirdness and be himself, hoping to attract like-minded people. For
the most part, it left him with far fewer but more loyal friends.
Tonight, at this point, he was exhausted, mentally, and physically.
His ability to stay in character was failing and he really wanted
to relax. He just didn't want to be alone, and he hoped she'd bite
on the idea.

She laughed out
loud at his playfulness. “Oh my god. You're like a stuffed animal
come to life.” She giggled.

“I call them
stuffies, thank you,” he said with mock indignation. She laughed
again and he melted into her cheerfulness. Ohhh, her smile is amazing.

“That sounds like
the most fun thing to do right now,” she said, relieved.
Get out of these clothes and just relax.
She noticed that he didn’t seem to want to push
any agenda and that was nice. At this moment, a companion sounded
better to her than sex. The next step was going to be an awkward
one. She loved the idea of Netflix and pillow fort, but would he
balk at going to her apartment? She figured she might as well ask.
“So, I have both pillows and Netflix at my place,” she said
tentatively, “if you're really interested. I'm not talkin’ ‘bout
moving in, and I don't wanna change your life...”

“It's not exactly
a warm wind, is it?” he interrupted, “but I'd love to see you
tonight,” he said, warmly.

She laughed, “Ok,
Brooklyn it is. Do you need anything from your hotel? No. No, you
don’t. I have some pajamas for you if you just don’t ask why and a
guest bedroom,” she said, genuinely thrilled to have the
company.

He'd gone this
far. “Why” didn’t really matter at this point. He lightly squeezed
her hand in his. “Sounds good.”

She pulled into a
garage and drove up to the top level. She parked next to the edge
and got out of the car, slipping into some flat thongs she’d kept
in the back. As he watched her, he was amazed she’d stayed in the
heels this long and imagined her feet felt so much better. He
grabbed his bag out of the back and shut the car door.

When she stood up
and shut her door, he saw her hair fall out of its updo. Her hair
was so long, much longer than he’d estimated, flowing down over her
back and stopping just at the top of her round…

“You can see the
whole city from here,” she said, walking over to the edge of the
parking deck. “But not the skyline, you know? It’s why I park up
here.”

Cole walked over
beside her, and they stared out over the chaotic jumble of
buildings and lights. He looked at her, the breeze blowing back her
beautiful, long hair. He considered that the way she looked over
the city was the same way you’d look at a familiar, old friend. He
could plainly see she loved this place.

She turned to him,
“It’s a little cold. Come on, let’s get inside.”

She led him to the
stairwell but, instead of going down, they walked across a catwalk.
She slid her key at the door and led him into an adjoining
building. Directly in front of them was a lift. She slid her card
again to summon it and once inside, she put the card into a slot
and pushed the button for the penthouse.

Cole’s brows went
up. Whoa, I guess selling New York has its
perks.

The elevator
opened into a wide open, well-appointed apartment. The walls were
mostly white as well as the tile floors. Directly in front, there
was a sunken living room with a large beige sectional sofa and deep
blue carpeting. A flat screen TV stood on a basic media stand. To
the immediate right was a small dining area, and a breakfast table,
stacked with mail and papers. There was a long hallway beyond,
leading to three bedrooms and a guest bathroom. On the other side
of the hallway was a small, functional kitchen, stove, fridge, some
counter space. Tall windows lined the entire opposite wall, and the
unobstructed view of the city was just as breathtaking as it was on
top of the garage. She turned to him and smiled. “Well, this is it.
Welcome to my humble abode. Make yourself at home,” she
offered.

“Right, I’ll get
started hanging my family pictures,” he winked.

“Mmmmaybe not that
much at home,” she laughed. “First door on the right is the guest
room. You can wash up in the guest bathroom. Second door on the
left.”

He threw his bag
onto the bed in the guest room. It was high, with a really soft
mattress...one of those memory foam
things. He headed to the guest bathroom to
wash up and when he returned, the pajamas were on the bed. Not
silk, but satin and they felt nice. Cole didn’t kid himself. He was
sure these were from some other affair. A gorgeous, generous woman
like this, he was sure she’d had an overnight guest or two for
whatever reason. He was in no position to judge but here he was,
looking and feeling amazing and really cozy in these. He walked
back into the living room where she’d already brought several
pillows and blankets to the overstuffed sofa.

“I like these, my
dear,” he grinned ear to ear and did a little twirl and strutted
towards her like Zoolander modeling his latest look.

She broke up,
laughing. “Absolutely divine,” she said, doing her best impression
of Tim Gunn. “Make it work!”

He switched and
turned for her, clawing and growling like an overplayed supermodel
as she pretended to snap pictures in extreme poses.

They both fell
onto the sofa laughing. He looked her over quickly, taking in her
relaxed style, thankful that she played so easily into his
goofiness. She was in sweats and an oversized tee shirt. She
smelled like lavender and coconut, and it was a soothing
combination to him. He saw two glasses of red wine on the coffee
table and smoothly snatched one.

“Hey that’s mine,”
she said seriously.

He stopped and
looked at the other glass, and cocked one brow at her

She followed his
gaze and looked back at him. “That’s mine too,” she
giggled.

“Really. Really,”
he said, sarcastically, still with the cocked eyebrow, “Now you’re
a boozer, are ya?” he said in his best cockney, drawing deep on his
glass.

“Hey!” she said
sharply, “I said that’s mine.” She lowered her gaze, and her voice
became a growl.

This was
interesting. That growl was practiced. He carefully began to
consider whom he was dealing with, but he found her more
fascinating than concerning. He slowly leveled that same dangerous
look he’d given Dylan earlier right at her. “Consider that I’m
saving you from yourself, Pet,” he half growled, tentatively taking
the liberty of calling her that.

“You might
consider behaving better as my guest. Good behavior is highly
rewarded,” she said softly.

“And what of it…if
I don’t?” he asked, calmly.

She stared into
his eyes for longer than she’d planned.

“Then I. Take.
All... The pillows!” She snatched up two of the biggest ones,
laughing.

He fell about
laughing too. He wasn’t ready for all that tension but in the back
of his mind he noted her style, her turn of phrase. Her voice was
like a balm to his rough emotional edges. He couldn’t believe he
was here in this strange place with a woman he’d just met a few
hours ago, carrying on like he’d known her for years. He looked at
her with a sidelong glance. Could I know
her for years to come? He at once banished
the thought. Slow down. You’re gonna end
up sleeping on your couch again, another month of bathing
forsaken. He refilled his glass,
God this is good wine. He
looked at the bottle. It was a Merlot, but it was deeper than he’d
expected, fewer high notes and a bit dry.

She was ignoring
him, clicking the remote through Netflix, trying to find a movie
that she knew was just there last week. She looked at him, rolling
her eyes. “I give up. I don’t know why I keep Netflix because when
I want to watch something I swear was there last week, it’s
gone.”

“It’s never gone,
m’love,” he said, “Right back,” and he got up to retrieve a small
device from his bag in the bedroom. “Wi-Fi pass?” he asked as he
returned to the couch.

“Bit bold. I
hardly know you,” she said playfully. “RickyGervais, all one
word.”

“Really?” He
thought that odd since Gervais wasn’t that big in America, but he
shook it off. “No special characters?” He was ready to
type.

“Nope. Keeping it
simple,” she said.

Bit
reckless but maybe she doesn’t ever work
from home. He put the password in and then
took the remote to verify what he’d done. “There you go,” he said,
see if it’s on Netflix UK.

She sat up and
looked at him, slightly confused but she checked and there it was.
Roxanne. “Clever,” she said. “Is that a VPN in your pocket or are
you happy to see me?” she joked.

He laughed out
loud, “Well, I am very happy to be here with you.” He smiled and
looked into her eyes. He was still amazed that he felt so relaxed
with her.

“I’m really glad
you came,” she said softly.

“Me too,” he said,
with a crooked smile she was beginning to find endearing. “So,
we’re watching Roxanne?” he asked, looking at the
screen.

“Ohh yes,” she
said, “I love Roxanne. Romance, a little drama, not too much, and
it’s so funny.”

He shook his
head. Was this even possible?
“Roxanne is actually my favorite movie as well.”
He looked at her incredulously. “I love Steve Martin.”

“Oh my god,
really?” she giggled, “We like the same movies, we like the same
bands, we like the same clothes.” She looked at him
expectantly.

He laughed,
“Springsteen. And it’s ‘music’ but I’ll let it slide…So what’s with
quoting the lyrics?” he asked.

“It’s just a game
I play. I love music and I know it seems weird, but I literally
think in lyrics a lot of the time,” she giggled. “Honestly, I only
ever play it with people I know well but, I dunno, I just wanted to
test the waters with you. I figured if you got the title of ‘Gettin
You Home’, you’d get a pass from me.” She looked at him, slightly
impressed. “But damn, you got the artist too, so I figured you’d be
a good hang. I don’t want you to think I do this all the time, you
know, bring...essentially...a stranger to my home.” She pulled at
her wine, “but I probably do this more than I should. I dunno. I
feel people pretty quickly once I meet them. I’m not
sure…”

“Empath,” he
said.

She refilled their
glasses. The bottle was tapped. “Excuse me?” she said.

The wine was
kicking in. His head was swimming in this delightful atmosphere,
and he wanted to keep it that way. “Maybe later, m’love,” he
winked. He didn’t want to get into the discussion
and besides, she might just be highly
sensitive. “No need to explain, my dear. I
hadn’t given it a thought and besides, I’m not really the
judgmental type.” He paused and looked at his drink. “Very good
wine, by the way,” he said, raising his glass. “To the founder of
the best evening I’ve ever had in New York.”

“Why thank you,
kind sir,” she bowed her head humbly. “Who knew you like business
dinners with assholes?” He chuckled and they both drank. She
continued, “I like New York wines but this one is from
Pennsylvania. It’s a drier Merlot than the New York.”

He looked at her,
impressed, waiting for her to talk further about the wine.
A wine connoisseur? No. Enthusiast at best but
let’s see. He was thinking when she
spoke.

“And that’s pretty
much all I know about wine,” she laughed gently. “I don’t know if
it’s good or bad. I just know what I like.”

“I don’t know much
about wine really,” he said, “but this is good, and I thought that,
if my job gets delayed much longer, I might arrange a winery tour.
Something to do, I suppose.” He had thought about it, but he’d
grown tired of doing things alone about the third day he was in New
York, and he’d retreated to the good company and familiarity of the
pub.

“I’ve done several
of those,” she said, treading lightly. “Not pushing anything but if
you’d like some company, I can arrange one for us Sunday.” She was
making a big assumption that he’d want to see her again. Like any
chance she took on a daily basis, the bigger the risk, the bigger
the reward.

He looked at her.
Bold of her to assume he wanted to see her again
but fucking hell, those beautiful blue
eyes...Had he really been that transparent
or was she taking an immense risk? Fuck
it. “I think I would like to do that with
you,” he grinned, shyly.

“Great. Ummm, how
do I reach you though?” she asked, pulling out her
phone.

He took the phone
from her, opened it, Oh My GOD! Did she
ever secure anything? He put his number
into her contacts, called his phone, added her to his contacts, and
handed it back to her.

“Well, I suppose
you can reach me in your guest room,” he said, coyly, pulling deep
on his wine as if this were all normal. It was bold but he was
hoping his gambit would buy him some more time with her. He knew
this was dangerous and a slight risk to his job, but she was the
freshest thing to come into his life in so long that he was willing
to take it.

She picked up her
phone, looking at him confused, and a bit wary. Bold of him to think he could stay the
weekend. At the same time, she fancied the
idea of waking up and having breakfast with him.

He put his empty
glass on the table. He turned on his side on the couch, holding a
pillow to his chest. He looked at her and smiled. She had set her
glass down and turned toward him, hugging a pillow, and smiling
too.

“I suppose that
will be just fine.” She blinked slowly and suddenly, she felt so
tired.

“I think we can
table the movie until later,” Cole said, seeing her tiredness. He
reached out and brushed back the hair that had fallen over her
face. It was as soft as he’d imagined.

“Yeah,” she
murmured. “It’s been a long day. I’ll be in the room across from
yours if you need anything.”

The room at the
back should be, by his knowledge of apartments, the master bedroom
and he wondered why she didn’t sleep there. He’d been very sleepy
but now, he was more awake, his mind occupied with this new
mystery. He stood up and extended his hand to help her. She pulled
herself up and took his arm.

“Shall I walk you
to your door?” he asked, playfully.

“Why thank you,
good sir. This time of night, one never can tell who might be
lurking,” she said.

He walked her back
the hallway to her bedroom door and gently kissed her hand. “Good
night and thank you for a lovely evening.” His smile was warming
her soul and she could have lingered in it for several more
moments.

She blushed. She
hated hand-kissing when men tried to do it, but she didn’t mind it
at all now. “I enjoyed being with you tonight and tomorrow, I’m
making waffles!” she giggled.

He laughed at the
reference and opened her door, letting her inside.

She closed the
door as he turned and went to his room. She had been so tired on
the couch yet now she was having trouble sleeping. She tossed and
turned for a while. She felt an energy of attraction that she
hadn’t felt in a minute. She thought about how long it’d been since
she’d had a meaningful relationship. The thoughts of possibly
blooming a new romance with this intriguing, seemingly kind and
considerate man were making her restless. There was nothing for it.
She gathered up her blanket and went out to the couch
again.

Cole was mentally
exhausted. As he stripped down for bed, the events of the night
swirled around his mind. He couldn’t believe he was in this big,
comfortable bed in this gorgeous woman’s penthouse apartment. He
kept reminding himself that he’d just met her, but he wasn’t quite
able to convince his heart that he hadn’t known her forever. He
dozed off for a minute and woke to the bedroom door across the hall
opening and closing. He was awake now. It was no good. He had to
know that she was ok, and everything was secure. He put his pajama
bottoms back on but left his shirt off. He grabbed his belt, just
in case.

He opened his door
and looked down the hall to his right first. Make sure no one’s behind you, old chap. He quickly looked to his left and saw Mason sitting on the
couch, casually flipping through her phone. He turned and threw his
belt back on the bed. He walked out and stepped down next to the
couch.

“Well, well,
well,” he said, gently, “Here you are scrolling through your phone
at this ungodly hour. It’s not healthy, you know. You have to look
after yourself.” She looked up and smiled at him. He paused and
looked into her eyes for a moment. He was starting to realize how
easily he got lost in their deep azure. “I thought I put you to
bed,” he said.

“Well, this is the
last place I was tired enough to sleep in,” she offered
weakly.

He smiled warmly.
She looked so oddly vulnerable. After watching her boldly take on
the room at their dinner earlier and that little switch at the car,
now she seemed pensive and reserved.

“Would you like
company or should I go back to my room?” he asked,
gently.

She patted the
couch next to her and he sat down. He didn’t mind being close to
her here, in this place. There was a small part of him that wanted
to just take her tonight. He knew with everything in him that was
going to be far too emotionally dangerous but close to her here, he
briefly thought about approaching it. After some careful
consideration, he decided what he mostly wanted was to just take
her in a little at a time. Rushing in would only hurt worse
later. Best to be safe...

“What exactly do
you do?” she asked, breaking his train of thought.

He looked at her
closely. He remembered that she might have put together that he was
the IT contractor on her firm’s project. “I’m an IT contractor,” he
said, vaguely.

“Yeah, I get
that.” She wasn’t interested in his subterfuge right now. “What are
you doing here on this trip?”

He thought about
it for a few beats. “Well, m’love, to be as honest as I can,
sometimes the work I’m doing is really sensitive, so much so that
even the firm that contracted me never meets me or knows who I am.
All of my deliverables go back through my coordinator then to the
client.”

Mason looked at
him carefully. After a second or two, she shrugged. “Fair enough.
Do you have to be here in New York to do the work, though? Why
don’t you work remotely?”

He was treading
into deeper water and wasn’t sure how well he should answer this
one. “Sometimes I need access to resources that are closer to the
job.”

She giggled and
waved him off, “Ok, ok, I’ll stop grilling you. You’re like a nerdy
Bond.”

He laughed, then
playfully cocked one eyebrow, “Name’s Bond. Poindexter Bond.” She
laughed out loud, and he laughed with her.

“You have a lovely
smile.” He finally had to just say it. “I really like seeing you
laugh and then I can’t help but laugh too.”

“Well, I like your
smile too. It’s crooked and quirky and sweet,” she said, and she
smiled back at him.

“What do you do
when you’re not selling Manhattan?”

“I listen to a lot
of music. I don’t really have much of a personal life,” she said.
“I go to the gym. I hang out with Lacey here sometimes. I get an
urge to do something, and I just do it by myself. Sometimes I try
to find someone to go with. Maxwell has come with me to a few
things. He loves musicals and he doesn’t have anyone to go with
since his wife passed. I’ve been to the wineries, Broadway shows,
the museums, the zoo, the tourist traps, mostly alone. I don’t mind
though because then I can go at my own pace. Really, I just love
going into the city anytime and seeing what’s going on,” she said.
She trailed off, feeling like she was talking too much.

“Broadway shows,”
Cole said, “I haven’t done that yet. I wouldn’t even know what to
see. Not sure what I’m interested in, to be honest.”

“When I’ve gone,
it’s usually just to find something to do. I’m not terribly fond of
being here in the apartment alone.” She stopped. She didn’t want to
sound pathetic.

“I don’t mean to
be contrary,” he said carefully, “but I find it hard to believe
that you are alone much. You truly are beautiful and kind. I
just...I would think that you’d have people lined up, wanting to
spend time with you.”

She chuckled, “You
don’t have to flatter me.”

He gave her a shy
smile as he looked into her eyes. Did he catch just the slightest
tremble of her lips? They were tantalisingly close.

“Are you attracted
to men?” he asked and paused to take a breath, “because I might be
falling for you and I want to know that I have a chance,” he said
quietly. He was too tired to play any more games. He was sure he
was becoming enthralled with her and why
not just say it?

She giggled.
“Ditto. I’m bi but I’m closer to being straight on the
spectrum.”

“So...you and
Lacey?” he asked

“Friends with
benefits. Lacey is mostly straight. She just likes sex...a lot,”
she answered.

Cole took a slow
blink. This conversation was getting intense, and he was far too
tired. He didn’t want to give into this heady mix of wine and
rising sexual tension, so he shifted slightly away from her.
“Darling, I know tomorrow is Saturday and we’ve fuck all to do but
we still need to rest,” he said softly as he put his arm up and
gently pulled her in to lay on his chest.

She didn’t resist.
It had been ages since she’d been touched. He was comforting, and
she felt quite safe with him. She softly moaned as he brushed her
hair back from her face with his hand.

He sank down into
the couch and wearily put his head back. “Let’s get some sleep,
shall we? We can talk more tomorrow, m’love.” The smell of her hair
and the feel of her body were beginning to fill some long-forgotten
emptiness in him. He wondered as he drifted off at how this had all
happened so fast and how much he was looking forward to the
morning.


CHAPTER
4

Cole woke in the
same position he’d gone to sleep in except Mason was no longer
lying with him. His shoulder was a bit stiff, and he stretched out
his arm and rotated it to ease the stiffness. He got up and headed
to the guest bedroom to try and sort out his clothes. He considered
that he should have stopped for clean clothes at his hotel.
Maybe that back room is for laundry?
He was contemplating his options when he heard the
elevator door. Anxiously grabbing his belt from the bed, he went to
the hallway and looked out. It was Mason and once again he threw
the belt on the bed.

He glanced at his
watch. 0900. Fucking hell. Feels like too
early. He ran his fingers lightly through
his hair and over his face before walking out. “Well, you’re up
early,” he said. She was juggling about a dozen bags and as he
helped her get them into the kitchen to set them down, in his best
cockney he said, “Wot’s awl this, then?”

She instantly
broke up laughing. “Clothes and food and wine. I know a thing or
two about hunting-gathering,” she said wryly.

“Hunting down wild
wine in its natural habitat must have been grueling,” he said
dryly. He looked at her, somewhat confused. “Clothes?”

“I stopped by
Maxwell’s for you,” she explained. “He sends his regahhds,” she
drawled, and she held open the bag and looked in. “In the form of
some jeans, shirts, unmentionables,” she winked coyly at him and
handed him the bag.

He peered in and,
as he surveyed the contents, it occurred to him that Maxwell had
read him pretty well. Everything in there would easily match his
personal style, which he never much thought about but was somewhere
between K-pop and grunge. He shook his head in wonder.
Did she ever get tired of being so
generous? “Mason,” he said
seriously.

Suddenly wondering
if she’d gone too far, Mason visibly tensed up when she saw his
grave expression and he noticed it.

“Come here,” he
said, breaking into a gentle smile as he hugged her. “Thank you so
much, m’love. This is truly kind.” He pulled back and looked deeply
into her eyes. There was that slight lip tremble again, almost
imperceptible but he saw it. He profoundly felt the tension between
them. He stepped back and looked at the multitude of other bags.
“You did all this shopping just this morning?” he asked. “What time
did you go out?”

“Early,” she said
matter of factly. “I wanted to get the best bagels.”

“Oh, really?” He
questioned, “I thought you were making waffles.”

She giggled. “Full
disclosure, I don’t really cook much,” she admitted, “then again,
no one in New York does. We don’t have the most restaurants per
capita in the US for no reason.”

He chuckled at her
odd statistical quote. “Ok, darling, I’m going to go
shower.”

“You should have
everything you need in the guest bathroom,” she said, gesturing
towards the hallway, “Let me know if you don’t.” She was fairly
thrilled to have him there and her energy showed it. “I’ll get
breakfast ready,” she said, beaming a brilliant smile.

The guest bathroom
was well appointed with a large linen closet, a variety of body
wash, and she even had several jar candles on the large vanity. It
felt to Cole like it was a very peaceful place, almost beachy in
its decor with pastel teal walls, white accents, and there was a
little sunlight streaming in from a small window above the
unusually large shower. It occurred to him that she seemed to put a
great deal of effort into making her home a sanctuary from the
stresses of her job. The shower head was slightly complicated. He
soon discovered there was a rain setting. He tried it and it felt
incredibly relaxing which he welcomed after the stressful night
before. He suddenly realized he was going to be spending the entire
day with her, possibly here, and he was going to be able to talk to
this beautiful, savvy, funny lady without interruption. He was
almost giddy with anticipation at the thought of it.

He turned his back
to the shower head and looked at the wall in front of him. There
was a large ring installed there but he couldn’t figure out what it
was for. He knew what he might like to use it for, but he wasn’t
completely sure why she had it there. Was it something that the
previous owner had installed? For damn
sure, it’s not a towel rack.

He finished up and
dried off. He was getting dressed and damn. These jeans fit like they were made for only me...oh
fucking hell. They were. Maxwell had all of
his measurements. A little tuck here and there and
damn, I look good in these...He suddenly stopped his rambling thoughts. Remembering he
was hungry, headed to the kitchen.

As Mason put
coffee on, she was thinking about how exciting it felt to have some
company. How much
coffee...it occurred to her they could
spend the entire day here, really have a chance to talk. She knew
he’d eventually have to go back to his hotel but for today and
tomorrow, he’d be here with her. Why does
that thought feel so comforting? She just
hoped she didn’t do anything that would turn him
off...Bagels toasted, capers, pico, and
the finest smoked salmon, cream cheese, jellies, honey,
it was a comfort breakfast for a king and her
absolute favorite to boot.

Cole walked out
from the hallway and inhaled the rich aroma of good coffee.
No tea. He’d become
accustomed to coffee in the mornings since he’d been in New York so
often and this smells delicious, as coffee
goes.

He looked at the
feast-laden table and he was delighted. He’d gained a deep
appreciation for bagels in this city and when he went home, they
just weren’t the same, if he could find them at all in the shops.
Someone had once told him it was the New York water that made them
unique, but he figured that was rubbish.

Mason was standing
next to the table, filling coffee cups. “Have a seat,” she said,
slightly giddy. “What do you take in your coffee? Sugar, cream, or
both?”

He chuckled at her
enthusiasm and eagerness to please him. He especially appreciated
that quality in her, but it really only made him want to please her
as well. “Neither” he said. “I find coffee to be like wine.
Generally, it doesn’t need anything.”

She raised her
brows. “You ever had gas station coffee eight hours old? Baby, that
needs something,” she said.

He laughed at
that, “Right, I bet it does but I’m sure your coffee is
amazing,”

“Woooowwww,” she
said, smiling at him with that big, wide-open smile. “You are full
of good answers. Either that or it’s a proper British upbringing,”
she said.

He’d never thought
of himself as belonging to proper British anything, “My mum would
be honored,” he said, smiling. “This looks marvelous! For someone
who doesn’t cook, you certainly get points for
presentation.”

She bowed
slightly. “Thank you, chef,” she said and laughed. He looked
confused. She looked at him and cocked her head, “Chopped? Food
Network.”

He laughed, “Oh
you watch that? God, I’m sorry, yes, I’ve seen it. I told you, I
can be a bit thick.”

He looked at the
array of foodstuffs. It all looked delicious, but he didn’t know
what to do. It was rare that he even ate breakfast let alone making
things for himself. He realised that he’d become reliant on room
service and delivery but surely, he should be able to put together
a bagel.

Mason sat down and
noticed his perplexed expression. “Fine time to ask now but do you
like bagels?” she queried.

“I love them,” he
reassured her. “I don’t know what I’m looking at though...” he
trailed off.

“Ok, let me be
your bagel guide,” she said, and she demonstrated as she built a
bagel. “Start with a bagel half. Then apply one schmear of cream
cheese.”

“A what?” he cut
her off.

“A schmear,” she
continued. “It’s more than a spread and less than a
slab.”

He laughed, “Go
on.”

“Then capers. They
have to go on this level because the static friction coefficient of
the cream cheese and the surface of the capers will keep them in
place.”

He just stared at
her, bewildered.

She looked at him
sideways, with a sly smile and wink, but continued. “Then pico de
gallo. Most places use sliced tomato and onions, but they are too
slippery to stay on the bagel when you take a bite and at any rate,
pico has these two things, along with a little garlic, jalapeno,
and cilantro which adds a whole separate dimension to the end
result.”

This was major
construction, and she took it rather seriously, Cole noted with a
smile. She was really concerned that whoever was going to consume
this would have a pleasant experience and it endeared her to him.
He could feel his smile spreading.

“So now that this
layer is stabilised by the cream cheese, we’re going to add 2
slices of Nova smoked salmon,” and she piled on the fish. He looked
skeptical. She frowned slightly, seeing his reaction. “Do you like
smoked salmon?”

“I really don’t
know. The only smoked fish I’ve ever had was smoked mackerel. I
mean they have this in the shops and it’s extremely popular here
but...”

She looked at him
carefully, “What is it?” she asked gently.

The softness of
her voice gave him a slight chill. “It’s not...cooked,” he looked
into her eyes to read her. He didn’t want to see
disappointment. What the hell, Cole. It’s
just fish but somehow the idea of eating
raw fish had always been off-putting to him. He wasn’t a fan of
sushi either. He was always worried he’d get sick.

She smiled at him,
“Right it’s not cooked. It’s cured in salt and smoked so that is
how the meat gets preserved.”

He looked at the
bagel then back to her. In for a penny, in
for a pound. Just
fucking do it. He leaned in towards her.
“For someone who doesn’t cook, you know a lot about this,” he
chuckled.

She laughed, “I
like Food Network,” she explained. “Specifically Good Eats because
it makes the science of food make sense to me.”

Science,
he was adding this data to what he already knew.
She preferred the calculated and planned, prevention over repair
but he noticed last night she could also lead with her emotions. He
carefully considered what she got pissed about at the
dinner...or maybe just
passionate.

“Would you like to
try it?” she asked. “Or I have lots of jellies...what do you call
them?” She frowned, unable to think of the British word.

“Jams or
preserves,” he smiled. “Jelly is what you call gelatin but
actually, I think I’d love to try the salmon.”

She seemed really
pleased and there was that smile that he liked so much. “Salt and
pepper?” she asked.

“Whatever you
usually do,” he said, taking a deep breath.

“Here you go,” She
held the loaded bagel out to him but instead of taking it from her,
he just bit into it. She laughed a bit, not really expecting to
feed him but finally he took it from her, savouring this blend of
flavors in his mouth.

His eyes widened,
“This is really good and brilliant construction, I might
add.”

“Right?” She
giggled and made one for herself from the other half.

He was still
relishing the smoke of the salmon against the light spiciness of
the jalapenos and the briny capers...but that bagel. That crusty
creation, so beloved here and he had to know. “Ok,” he said,
swallowing, “I do love a good New York Bagel,” he said. She perked
up, looking at him. “But when I get them back home, if I can even
find them, they’re just not the same. I toast them, bake them, I
just can’t get the crustiness, or the same flavor.”

“It’s the water,”
she said, matter of factly.

He stopped and
stared at her, just about to bite into her bagel. She stopped and
looked up at him. “What?” she asked, slightly confused.

“The water,” he
said sarcastically, “seriously. The water... Rubbish. Why would
water make a difference? London has water…” he trailed off as he
noticed her cocked eyebrow. It suddenly dawned on him that she did
that right before she was about to explain or correct something. It
was her tell.

She looked him in
the eye and took a rather deep breath. “The water in New York comes
from the Catskill mountains. It’s uniquely fresh mountain water
with little sedimentary rock that would otherwise impart bitter
minerals like calcium. That’s why the pizza crust is so good here,
too. Restaurants in other parts of the country literally import New
York water just to get that flavor for their crust.” As she
finished, she cocked her head a bit, as if to say, “Are we
clear?”

He stared at her;
gobsmacked. He slowly sat back in his chair to take a minute to
process. She’s incredibly knowledgeable
about this. He realized that she not only
cared about the city she lived in but also, to her, it was
important to know a lot about it, the same way you would know the
idiosyncrasies of a lover or close friend.

“You ok?” she
asked, taking a bite from her bagel.

He laughed lightly
and shook his head. “Yes, m’love. You know, I’d heard that before,
but I swear to you, I thought it had to be rubbish,” he said, “so
you’re telling me it’s literally to do with geography that the
bagels taste so good, and you can’t get this anywhere
else.”

She swallowed.
“Kinda,” she shrugged. “You can get good bagels in Jersey too,” she
said looking at him carefully.

“Huh…” he
pondered.

“Wait until you
taste the wine,” she winked and smiled.

“I’m looking
forward to it,” he smiled back at her. He couldn’t help it. Her
smile extended up to her beautiful, blue, expressive eyes and it
was joyfully infectious.

“So...I don’t have
any plans for today,” she said slowly, “I did book the winery tour
for tomorrow at 1, but for today...” she trailed off, looking at
him expectantly.

“I don’t have any
plans either,” he said. “If I’m being honest, and if I’m not
imposing, I’d really like to stay here with you and just get to
know each other some more.”

She looked
relieved. “You are definitely not imposing but I’m going to warn
you, we really are going to be eating out or ordering
in.”

He laughed again,
“You really don’t cook, do you?”

“I really don’t,”
she said laughing.

He looked toward
the kitchen. “Maybe I can help you with that some time,” he said,
“but for now, I’m really open to whatever you want. I am enjoying
talking to you and I want to do that some more.”

Mason was
beginning to truly relish the deep, level timbre of his voice and
the way she almost mentally sank into him when he spoke. “I want to
do that too. I need to relax after yesterday. It was really
stressful.”

“I certainly hope
I didn’t add to that,” he said, popping the last bite of bagel into
his mouth.

“Not at all. I
think I made the day hard on myself,” she said carefully, not sure
if she wanted to put all her beans on the table. “Sometimes,” she
continued, “my...I guess, loneliness just gets the best of me. I
can’t even tell you how badly I didn’t want to go to that dinner
alone, but I don’t know what I thought bringing a random date would
do for me. I guess it’s confidence or something...Anyway, in
hindsight, it was stupid,” she trailed off, embarrassed.

He looked at her
trying to pick up her emotional state, but she wasn’t an easy read.
“You know, confidence is really one of those things you can fake,”
he ventured tentatively, not wanting to impose advice.

“Sometimes, you
know, I do,” she said, talking to him like an old friend.
“Sometimes, I can switch it on easily, but other times it’s harder
to summon and I think those are the times I let myself
down.”

He realized she
was quite self-aware without victimizing herself and he found it
very refreshing. “I completely understand,” he agreed.

“I bet,” she said,
“You said that sometimes wearing a harness gives you more
confidence,” she drew deep on her coffee, “If you’re comfortable
with it, do you care to share more about that?”

He carefully
considered what he wanted to share. “Yes, it does. I feel like
fashion harnesses kind of do that for a lot of people. Maybe
wearing a little leather makes you feel bad ass,” he chuckled
lightly.

“Oh, I agree,
dear,” she said. “Fashion harnesses are great. I’ve a few myself,”
she said as she leveled that “I can see through your bullshit” look
at him, “but let’s be real. The construction on that particular one
you wore last night…isn’t.”

“Isn’t what?” He
countered, feigning ignorance.

“Just for
fashion,” she looked at him as if she were done with his lame
deception.

He leaned in
fixing her with his own stare. “And how might you know, m’love?” he
asked quietly. He lingered a moment, took a slow blink and sat
back.

She quivered and
took a breath. Christ, he has a
way...“Care to talk about it?” she asked
lightly.

He looked into her
eyes. No bullshit. She seriously wanted to know, and he felt fairly safe sharing.
He drank some coffee, took a breath and...

“I have a sideline
business,” he started, carefully, “I have a space where people can
come to learn about the BDSM culture and kink community.” He slowed
his pace but tried to stay steady. This was a lot for him to put
out there this soon. He was somewhat surprised that he felt
comfortable enough with her to say it.

“You mean, a
dungeon,” she said.

His brows went up.
“Not exactly. It’s more of a shop. I was in a D/s relationship with
my ex, and I was committed to keeping us both safe and learning
everything I could. Since kink has become so popular, a lot of
people don’t truly understand what it’s about. People can get hurt,
you know…experimenting with equipment they don’t know how to use or
using things for the wrong purpose. Don’t even get me started on
how books and media have twisted a beautiful thing like a Dom/sub
relationship into basically an abusive situation that people are
willing to overlook because the protagonist is handsome, rich, or
‘dark’. It’s bullshit, in my opinion. Anyway, I didn’t like the
criticism I was hearing from people who really didn’t understand
the lifestyle and I thought why not create a safe, neutral place
for anyone to come and learn about the community, the rules, the
etiquette, safety, equipment, etc. I felt like there should be some
place where people who are not in the life could go any time and
ask questions that’s not a munch where people are trying to meet
and do other things. I found a cafe that was available, and I
created a safe space focused on curious people who want to learn. I
suppose it’s an education niche, if you will and I and my staff
offer information, answer questions in a neutral atmosphere. It’s a
very academic environment,” he lightly chuckled, “for as
academically comfortable as this can be. We teach about roles and
rules, best...practices...” He stopped. She was getting a bit of a
more shocked look and he decided maybe he’d said enough.

“Ok, that’s really
impressive,” she said, wide eyed. “That could have been helpful for
me when I was with my ex. That’s when I started experimenting with
bondage, specifically. I learned later that overall, it was
basically just an abusive relationship with sex as a tool for
manipulation...” She felt like she was rambling and paused. “So,
what would you say your role is, primarily?” she asked.

He took a beat on
this. He looked at her carefully, not quite sure how much she knew
or the extent of her experience. Now that he knew something about
her past relationship, he wanted to be careful that he didn’t say
anything to upset her. He took a deep breath and figured he’d start
at the top; assume she was mostly familiar and see if he had to
work his way down to help her understand. “I call myself a soft
switch…but you’ve probably already guessed that.”

She met his gaze
for a brief minute. Then she cocked her head to the side. “I
see.”

“Love,” he said
softer, “I don’t want to upset you or anything of the sort. Do you
want to continue to talk about this or...?” He trailed
off.

She’d leveled a
steady stare at him. “I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t slightly
arousing,” she said, gently. “But you can’t keep this stuff PG
anyway. I’m not upset. I really have no triggers if that’s what
you’re asking.”

He smiled and
patted her hand reassuringly and went on. “I think for my Dom side,
I’m more of a pleasure Dom. I’d rather reward than punish.” He
paused, trying to get a read from her. She didn’t flinch. “What do
you consider your role to be most of the time?” he
queried.

“Until you said
it,” she said, “I don’t think I knew but now that I think about it,
yes, a soft switch probably best describes me.”

“Are you ever a
little bratty?” he asked.

She paused, “No. I
don’t like doing that really but it’s negotiable. You?” She was
getting far too engrossed in this, and his voice, his scent, and
his closeness were a heady mix for her right now.

He thought about
this for a moment, and he considered it wonderfully intriguing how
deeply compatible they were. He was feeling a vaguely familiar
warmth that had been so long absent in his spirit, but he pushed it
away for now. “No. I don’t like to be bratty. Make no mistake, I
can handle a brat, but I don’t fancy it and it’s tiring, especially
if they go so far over the top and need to be told to calm the hell
down. It kind of takes me out at that point,” he
answered.

Mason went on, “I
think for me, my dom side is almost a persona I take on when I deal
with certain types of people, as opposed to having to do with
playing a scene. It’s that side of me that’s going to get what I
want because I know it’s what’s best for my both me and my client,
the hard sell side of me. I think playing a scene, I’m likely to be
more of a sub.” She looked at him and noticed his pupils dilated
slightly. She went on, “I think that my job requires me to be SO in
charge, SO in control that when I’m playing, I’m happy to turn that
over and just be told what to do. Tell me what would make you happy
and I’ll do it because I don’t have to guess or
spitball.”

“Spitball?” he
queried “What do you mean?”

“I don’t have to
try different random things to make you happy and wait and see if
they were successful,” she explained. “For instance, when I can’t
really read a potential client, there are about three diverse
things I spitball to see how I can connect with them, make them
more comfortable. When you are talking about millions of dollars
that they are about to spend, you want them to be as comfortable as
possible with you and with the firm.” She was kind of getting
excited talking a little shop and at any rate, it brought the
temperature of the conversation down.

He hadn’t
considered this social persona application for roles, but he noted
it for future. He was fascinated by the social relationships that
she constantly had to establish with basically strangers and the
short amount of time she had to do it in. She was fairly
charismatic and quite extroverted but for himself, he considered
that a job like that would be exhausting.

She looked at him
for a read. He was thinking again. Was she boring him?

“You think a lot,”
she said bluntly. “You get information then you stop to process it,
like a computer, gathering it like infinity stones for some later
use.”

He looked at her
sharply, waited a beat, then spoke. “What makes you think
that?”

“You gave it away
when you looked at me just now. You were...Surprised that I read
you.” She posited

“Right but...How?”
He was beginning to think they had the same odd analytical quirk.
He’d never met anyone before who was like himself in that same
way.

“I do it too, so I
guess I just recognize the pattern in others,” she said.

He honestly
couldn’t believe that they shared this specific trait. “So…” he
started carefully, “What have you figured out about me?”

“Not a lot
really,” she answered. She got up to get more coffee. “You’re
British,” she laughed as she refilled their cups.

He laughed. “I am?
Damn. I had no idea.”

“I’m sorry I had
to be the one to tell you. I really thought you knew,” she said,
with light sarcasm. “You’re extremely sweet. You seem to be kind.
I’m not sure where the stuffie personality comes from but it’s
hella endearing. My guess is you have some insecurity about giving
compliments or encouragement. You’ve probably had that rejected
before or been rejected for doing it. I also figure you have
trouble asking for the things you want so Stuffie does all of that
for you. It’s quirky and sweet so, for whatever reason you do it,
don’t stop. You’re a bit ‘traditional gender role’-ish. I know
you’re an LGBT ally and you might be slightly bi-curious, but
generally, you think of yourself as a straight man, and you still
have some ingrained ideas about how you should behave as such,
defending a woman’s honor, opening doors, pulling out chairs, and
so on. Not a bad thing by any means. I find negotiated chivalry
charming.” She slid back into her chair.

“Ok, m’love,” he
sighed, not exactly keen on her assessment of stuffie Cole, but she
was playing it safe. If she was what he thought, she had more to
say. “That’s the boring stuff. You can do better than
that.”

She cocked that
eyebrow and took a drink. Her eyes turned to a blue steel color and
suddenly he wished he hadn’t egged her on. It slightly scared him
what she might have been able to read from him in the little time
they’d been together. What if she is
really good at th...

“The work you
really do,” she interrupted his thought, “I’m better off not
knowing or being involved. Whatever it is has the potential to make
you a target.”

He suddenly became
serious. “What makes you think that?” He swallowed hard.

“You’re always
hyper aware of your surroundings. You rarely have your back to
anyone,” she continued seriously. “You don’t carry a gun, probably
because your country’s laws forbid it, but you’ve learned to use
every day, inconspicuous, wearable items as weapons. I’d guess that
you’re wearing,” she looked him over carefully, “three right now.
You’re confident and fluent with using them so that means you
practice. Not law enforcement or intelligence, I think you really
do work in IT, but I haven’t got the role figured out and I’m going
to stop trying because it worries you that I might. You don’t
really care for head games. You’ll play along to get to know
someone but too much and you begin to distrust the person, not that
you easily trust people in the first place,” she stopped because he
was going pale.

He nervously
cleared his throat. “Anything else?” he tried to ask lightly but
wasn’t terribly successful.

“You’ve been hurt.
Badly. It haunts you even now and sometimes, you get lost in your
own loneliness.” She gently took his hand that was on the table and
turned it over, revealing the old scar on his arm. He looked at
her, shaken but trying to remain steady. Her eyes were slightly wet
with unwept tears. She gripped his hand compassionately, letting go
slowly. She wiped her eyes and continued. “You’re damaged, at least
you think you are. Once you decide to let someone get close, you’re
all in but it takes a lot of carefully staked hands until that
happens. I don’t really know how the fuck I made it this far this
fast but considering that you spent the night here and didn’t run
away before morning, I think it possible you consider me to be
potentially more than a friend.” She smiled gently.

He laughed lightly
to break the building tension. “Are you kidding? You really don’t
know how you got to me? It’s your eyes, m’love. I got lost in them
right away.” He smiled gently and winked. “You might be right about
the ‘more than a friend’ thing. Is that all?” He looked into her
eyes for a read but drew a blank. She was thinking.

She wanted to give
him something to think about, push in a little, but unlike last
night at the pub when she didn’t really care if he came or went,
the stakes were higher now. She wanted him to stay.

“Yeah, one last
thing, I suppose.” Nothing ventured,
nothing gained, right? Softening her voice
and locking in his gaze, she said, “I’d wager you’re an excellent
rigger, caring, safe, patient, worth your weight in gold in a
scene. I think I could place my body into your complete control
without fear of receiving any pain I didn’t ask for.”

He sat back. The
wall went up a little. It might have been a knee-jerk reaction, but
this wasn’t really something he wanted to deep dive into with her,
at least not right now. At the same time, he found her directness
about the subject fairly arousing, and he hoped he didn’t have to
stand up in the next few minutes.

“I’m sorry,” she
said. “I went too far.” She looked down at her coffee, wishing it
were laced with whiskey right about now.

“It’s ok,” he said
carefully. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings and he took a
pause. So what? She figured that out.
Jesus, Cole. Give the girl some credit.

“You know what,”
he said brightening. “You’re one hundred percent right, m’love.” He
switched for a second, looking at her from under his hooded eyes,
he nearly growled. “I am EXCEPTIONALLY good. And if you behave, you
might find out.” He leveled that predatory stare at her.

She full body
quivered. A slow blink and she looked into his eyes over her cup
and cocked one eyebrow. “Shall I?” Time to leave it and she drew
deep on her coffee. Where is that whiskey,
anyway? She was ready to pour it over her
head to cool down.

He reached over
and lightly patted her hand on the table. “Shall
I help clean
up?”

“Nah,” she said
smiling, “Tisn’t much.” She feigned a British accent. “Why don’t
you get comfy on the couch? I want to hear all about what you think
you know about me.” She gathered up the remnants of their breakfast
and headed to the kitchen.

Cole grabbed his
coffee and walked around the apartment. He saw a table across the
room, next to the window and walked over to it.

“You’ve got an
incredible view,” he said admiringly. From here, he could see so
much of the city, the buildings, streets, traffic, the chaos he
found in it was strangely reminiscent of London. He wondered why he
never really got homesick. Maybe this is why.

The puzzle,
half-finished on the table, is what caught his eye and the lone
chair. He sat down and began to look for the “next piece”. He
suddenly realized the puzzle was all one color. What in the psychopath…?

“It’s a challenge,
right?” She called from the kitchen. “More coffee, wine, water?”
she asked.

He slowly looked
up at her. For him, this was overwhelming so as to be
impossible. Why would someone…?
He tried to think about what this might tell him
about her. If nothing else, patience with this thing, specifically,
but also there’s little stimulation in this so a need to be quiet,
to check out sometimes...

“Have you found it
yet?” she asked, walking over to the table.

“Found
what?”

“The next
piece.”

He laughed, “Love,
I’d be lucky to even guess one of the next fifty.”

She frowned. “You
can’t see it? You can’t look at the edges and see any pieces that
would fit?” She was a bit incredulous.

“Not at all,” he
shrugged.

She looked down,
there were four that she saw right away that would potentially fit
inside the upper right corner. The second one she tried fit and he
looked at her in disbelief. “See the little hook on this one? See
how these other three are similar but the hook in this corner is
different? Fits right in.”

He couldn’t
believe it. “This is mad,” he said plainly. “This is...this would
do my head in.”

“Would a glass of
wine help?”

He thought about
how good the wine they’d had last night was, but he also felt like
maybe he needed to drink some water.

“Help?” he
chuckled, “I don’t think so, but I would love some water, please?”
he was doing the stuffie thing again.

She giggled, “I’ll
get it.” She got two bottles and returned to the puzzle table and
sat down. “Would you just try it with me?” she asked. “We can talk
and do our heads in.”

He smiled, “Sure.”
He picked up a piece and studied it. Then he began looking around
the inside edges. He wasn’t keen on this, but he did enjoy her
company.

“So, your turn,”
she said, smiling coyly.

“I’ve absolutely
no idea where this goes,” he said.

“I mean, what do
you think you know about me?” she reminded him.

He’d forgotten
where they left off. He sat back and looked at her. Drinking in
this beautiful, fascinating woman was quickly becoming his new
favorite addiction. The sunshine coming in the window was glowing
in her hair…Task at hand, Cole. She’s
asked you a question.

“I picked up a few
things in the pub and since I’ve spent some time with you, I guess
I have some things sorted,” he said, looking at her carefully. He
drank some water and continued. “You are kind and caring, and based
on this puzzle, very patient. You need a level of sensory
deprivation to decompress.”

She rolled her
eyes a little. “Bored,” she said

He lowered his
gaze for a second then looked her straight in the eye. “You’re
generous,” he said evenly. She smiled, agreeing. He continued, “but
I’m not yet sure if it’s a truly giving nature or something of a
‘money fixes everything’ philosophy.” He never broke his stare, and
the smile left her eyes.

She looked away,
shifting uncomfortably in her chair, and picked up another puzzle
piece, examining it as if she weren’t bothered. She didn’t like
what he said about her using money to fix everything, but she
couldn’t say he was completely wrong.

“Maybe a little of
both,” he continued. “You’re not close to family. I suspect you
came here to get away from them. Only child, that’s obvious. You
love New York City, really love it like a best friend or a lover,
but you don’t deceive yourself about the danger of living here so,
a romantic and a realist.”

She stopped
searching the puzzle and looking up at him, she furrowed her
brow. Was he just a good guesser or did he
do some research? “Wait, how do you know I’m an only child?” she
interrupted.

“No pictures,” he
said matter of factly, “not one. Even if you had a bad relationship
with your parents, the likelihood of you having a better
relationship with a sibling is fairly high but you have no pictures
of any family around so…only child.”

She looked at him,
shaken and she took a beat before speaking. “Yeah, my mum passed
away a few years after I moved here. She lived upstate. We didn’t
really get along. More like estranged friends than mother and
child. She both criticized and worried about me...a lot. I don’t
know much about my father. I never met him...” she trailed
off.

“I’m sorry,
m’love,” he half whispered, returning the sympathetic squeeze of
her hand.

“It is what it
is...Go on,” she said, calmly. Suddenly this wasn’t quite as fun as
she’d thought but she couldn’t leave it. What else has he figured out? He was
at once unnerving and fascinating to her.

He thought maybe
he should back out of the really personal things. “You like things
safe, easy, and reliable, hence the SIG as opposed to a bulkier
M&P or a Glock…”

“How do you know I
carry a SIG?” she asked, surprised.

“Is it not?” he
asked, locking into her gaze.

“You’re
deflecting. How do you know?” she asked, more direct.

Cole didn’t
flinch. She’s quick. She was more clever than he’d assumed and rather sensitive,
but it only heightened the intrigue for him. “I saw it at the pub.
It looks a lot like the M&P but the scoring on the barrel is
straight. It’s waved on the M&P, so…SIG,” he said
evenly.

She looked at him
cautiously, pausing for a moment to consider how he would know that
specific detail. “Could be a Glock…”

“Wrong grip,” he
said, quickly, never breaking eye contact.

She looked into
his eyes. They were steeled and she could get no read. “Good eyes,”
she finally said, looking back at the puzzle. “What
else?”

“You don’t like
the thigh holster, but a shoulder holster is out of the question.”
He glanced at her chest.

“Fair enough,” she
said looking up once again, catching his gaze. She sat back in her
chair. “But what makes you think I don’t have a gun
belt?”

He thought
carefully about what to say next. The generous curves at her waist
and hip would never allow a clean, reliable draw from any gun belt.
He figured she knew damn well what the answer was, and he was about
to test her level of self-awareness. Well,
old chap, if you don’t get asked to leave after this, the rest of
the weekend looks promising. He leaned in,
slightly. “With all due respect, my beautiful darling,” he said,
smiling gently, squeezing her hand, “a draw from a thigh holster
would be much faster and more reliable than from your
hip.”

She squinted.
“You’re good,” she said, and nodded her approval.

He felt relieved
and chuckled a little. He released her hand and, feeling bolder, he
decided to throw in a little something for her to think about. “You
like to enjoy sex, whether the touch is male, or female doesn’t
matter to you, but the orgasm is always the goal…”

“Isn’t it?” she
asked, cocking that one brow.

He smiled, “No. In
fact, it isn’t…but maybe that’s a lesson for another time.” His
voice caught slightly on his own salacious thoughts. “And yes,” he
leaned in close to her. Looking deeply into her eyes, he lowered
his voice to nearly a whisper, and slowly said, “You could
absolutely place your beautiful, supple body into my complete
control without fear of receiving any pain you didn’t desire.” He
leaned back, still holding her gaze.

His voice was so
incredibly smooth, deep and erotic that she forgot she was supposed
to breathe for a minute. She looked away and cleared her throat,
shifting in her chair.

“Wow,” she said,
her voice catching in her throat, despite having just cleared it.
She took a deep breath to clear her head. “What did you mean about
the empath? I mean, that’s some sci-fi stuff, right?” She
queried.

“No, not really,”
he explained, “Empaths internalize the feelings, the ‘vibe’ maybe,
sometimes even the pain of people around them. They might also find
it difficult to distinguish someone else’s emotions from their own.
I think that’s why you don’t fear strangers. You easily read people
before letting them get too close. You should be more careful, and
you know that, but you’ve had this ability for so long, you trust
it. Hard.”

“Impressive,” she
said, pondering which one of them might be the true empath. “Are
you empathic?”

“No. Just
observant, maybe highly sensitive at best,” he
responded.

“Ah...Are you
through?” she asked, swallowing hard.

“Darling,” he
smiled, gently, taking her hand in his, “Learning about you is
wonderful and I am your most humble student. I hope you’ll continue
to teach me.”

She laughed
lightly, “You are too much, sir.” She looked into his gorgeous
eyes, more brown today. He wasn’t interested in the least with this puzzle and she
considered it might be overwhelming for him.

“Hey, wanna go
drink wine on the sofa?” she asked, playfully.

“YES!” He said
quickly, “Did I say that too fast?”

She giggled,
holding up a puzzle piece, “This isn’t your cup of tea, I can
tell.”

“Sorry, m’love, it
really isn’t.” Standing up he moved towards the sofa.

She headed to the
kitchen and perused her wine fridge. “Hey, any preference? I was
thinking something light and sweet. Or...?”

“Prosecco or Pinot
Grige?” he offered

“Mmm,
sweeter...How about Moscato?”

“Perfect!” He sank
into the couch. He liked this. He was thinking how pleasant it was
to be around someone who knew what they wanted but was also
flexible. It seemed insignificant, but he knew too well how badly
that could go when you come to a point where you just can’t
agree.

She came over to
the couch and poured two generous glasses. “We’re not going to have
any problems sharing are we, ya boozer?” he asked before taking
one.

She laughed, “No
sir, I’ll be better behaved today.”

He took yet
another opportunity to look into those blue eyes, not a fleck of
any other color. They were deep blue, not light blue and when she
allowed it, a complete reflection of her emotions.

“Contacts?” she
asked.

He blinked,
“Wup?”

“Do you wear
colored contacts? See, last night I was fairly certain your eyes
were hazel and that you were wearing contacts but today, they are
more brown and I can’t tell.” She drank deep, looking at him
wide-eyed and he nearly went weak.

“No contacts,” he
answered. “I dunno but maybe my eyes change color with my emotions.
Someone told me once that my eyes did that.”

“Well, I like your
eyes,” she smiled.

He pulled hard on
the wine, leaned in and half-whispered conspiratorially, “That’s
just what someone with a jar full of eyes would say.” He looked
around the room, suspiciously, in that stuffie way.

She laughed out
loud, “Oh my god, that’s dark!” she stopped, suddenly serious, and
he froze, not sure what to think.

“I love it,” she
whispered back and giggled as she topped up the glasses.

“Forgive me,
m’love, but it really does perplex me that you are unmarried, no
boyfriend, no children...I should think you’d have suitors lined
up.” He had some ideas about why but, for now, the last thing he
wanted was any rude surprises.

She shrugged and
took a deep breath. “Well, I was always told to act more ‘normal’,
and I still don’t know what exactly that means, but apparently the
way I am naturally is off-putting to ‘suitors’,” she explained. “I
had a few relationships but nothing serious because they all went
away when they found out...” she paused, unsure exactly how to
proceed but she decided to be completely transparent with him. “I
physically can’t have children.” She stopped and looked at him,
trying hard to get a read.

This was more
information than he expected her to share but he felt an instant
sympathy for her. At the same time, he understood her need to get
this in the open. If he’d learned anything about her, it was that
she didn’t like to waste anyone’s time, most of all her
own.

“If I’m being
honest, I’m not sure what to say right now,” he said
gently.

She patted his
hand, “That’s fine because, if I’M being honest,” she went on, “I
don’t want children, even if I could have them. Full disclosure,
when I was pretty young, I had some medical problems that
eventually required a hysterectomy but for real, I always knew I
didn’t want kids and after my surgery, I didn’t have to have PMS or
cycles either. It was a win-win.” She was very calm and matter of
fact about the whole thing and Cole got the sense that she really
was ok.

“That must have
been a rough time...” he stammered slightly.

She smiled, “You
really DON’T know what to say.”

“I’m sorry. I
don’t. I can’t imagine the pain you must have gone through,” he
said.

“For starters, I
went through a LOT of pain, and it was such a relief to have that
over and be able to concentrate on living my life instead of when
to take my pain meds, should I be on hormones...gah, they tried
everything and finally I was over it,” she explained. She stopped
and looked at him. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I don’t mean to ramble
on and I’m sorry if this is TMI.”

“No, no, I’m a
pretty good listener,” Stufffie Cole said, and she grinned. He
continued more seriously, “It’s rare that anyone overshares with
me. I’m fairly open to talking about anything and I prefer open and
honest communication.”

“Thank you. I
appreciate your understanding…so you’re not so bad lookin’
yourself,” she said. “Nice guy, sexy accent...No wife, no
kids?”

He leaned close to
her. “I’ll let you in on a secret. The accent isn’t as sexy in
London,” he chuckled as he sat back, “and I haven’t always been the
person you see before you...I’ve always been told the same thing.
‘You’re too weird,’ ‘You’re not normal,’ but eventually I got
comfortable with my weirdness and embraced being a little over the
top occasionally.” He thought for a minute how to go on. “You were
right,” he said, “It takes me a long time to open up, a long time
to let someone in and only one other someone ever got in. Honestly,
I’m surprised at how quickly I felt comfortable with you.” He
paused for a second. “You’re easy like a Sunday morning,” he said,
smiling.

“Eeee!
Commodores!” she exclaimed, and they both laughed.

He pulled at his
wine and continued, “Alessia was the closest thing to love I ever
knew, and things were really good for a while.” He wasn’t sure how
to get into this. Carefully, he started again, “I was...I can still
be...moody, I guess. I know I struggle with depression but after
going to therapy, I have tools for coping and making sure I don’t
slip. My job helps to keep me centered but back then…I didn’t
really understand myself at all. She couldn’t deal with me and
frankly, I couldn’t either. We started arguing, mostly about me. We
stopped agreeing on even trivial things. We never gave an inch and
finally, when she left, I didn’t blame her. I had just started this
new career and I threw myself into it, trying not to think about
her but I did, constantly. Eventually, I just wanted the pain to
stop. I wanted to stop having to push her memory out all the time.
It was exhausting and I was tired, so I just thought, it didn’t
matter. I didn’t think I mattered anymore. I tried…but at the last
minute, I got scared. I reached out and my best friend, Shaun, came
and took me to hospital.” He looked at his wrist...he swallowed
hard and continued, steadying his voice, “I came out of hospital,
weak, ill-equipped to face anything but I still had my job and
Shaun had cleaned my apartment of anything that was hers. I started
therapy and that helped a lot. Eventually, I only thought about her
in the in-between times, between work and meals and drinking water
and then, after some time, not at all.”

He looked up,
realizing he’d been talking to his wine glass. Mason had tears
running down her face. She took some tissues from the box on the
coffee table. “My God Cole, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to dredge
all that up...” She stopped. Hush,
Mason. Rambling won’t
help.

He reached over
and wiped her tear with his thumb and cupped her cheek. “Jesus,
Mason, you’re so empathetic. Even for an idiot like me.” He smiled
at her. She put her hand over his and closed her eyes, letting out
a ragged breath.

“Shall I go on or
stop?” he asked. She let go of his hand and pulled back a little.
“Only if you really want to,” she offered.

“Well, long story
short…too late, I know, I felt like it was important to have maybe
a few friends around to talk to. I just started connecting with
people whom I’d met in the kink community, and they supported me,
helped me center again. We started sharing a lot of stories about
events they’d attended where riggers didn’t know what they were
doing, people were getting injured, or just in general, ignoring,
or forgoing negotiations and even denying the use of safewords.
People get excited about kink, about the whole lifestyle, but they
don’t understand there’s still structure and best practices. They
fail to recognize how even just playing a scene can be tremendously
emotional and fuck with you psychologically. Then more people
started asking if they could talk with me, one thing led to
another, and I opened my shop.”

“Wait. Weren’t you
afraid of running into her again?” Mason asked

“Huge assumption
my dear, but not wrong...no, because when she left, she went back
to Italy to be with her family.” He paused, recollecting then shook
it off. “Anyway, that was that. I was getting into more serious
projects at work, and I began to fully comprehend the very real
dangers the people in my profession face. I also realized that some
of the instruments we use in kink could also be a wearable weapon.”
He stopped and looked at Mason, not sure if he should continue. It
seemed he hadn’t bored her too much, so he went on, “I started
self-defense training because that discipline is helpful in
developing situational awareness, observation skills, and
environmental analysis. The structure and schedule also helped me
deal with my depression. I became fairly self-aware and had a lot
of time to consider my personal future. I never really wanted kids
either and when I realized that we don’t know all of the mechanisms
of depression and their genetic probability, it wouldn’t be fair to
potentially pass that on to a child.”

She looked at him,
awestruck. “That’s a very considerate decision.”

“Well…we’ve both
got a lot out there now,” he said. “Thoughts?”

“I think I wanna
keep on getting to know you, Cole,” she smiled that huge
smile.

“Me too,” he
smiled back.

Mason took a deep
breath, trying to control the warm flush running through her body
like a long dormant ember that had instantly flamed over. His
powerful, commanding energy, the way he moved, confident and
smooth, and all of his small, affectionate gestures culminated in
this one man for whom she now felt a profound physical desire. He
seemed incredibly kind and compassionate. They’d just met less than
24 hours ago yet she was feeling him with a deep emotion that had
stayed hidden in her for so long.

He felt the
tension getting thick between them. Her body language was
unmistakably tense, waiting, anticipating something. There was no
way he was ready to open up a physical relationship and before he
succumbed to the effects of the wine, he suggested, “You know, this
is the softest couch I’ve ever seen. Honestly, I could use a
catnap. What do you think?”

She was feeling a
little tired and she smiled at him, “That does sound nice. I’ll be
right back.” She got up and went to the back bedroom. He turned
looked down the hall and caught a glimpse of the interior. Blue
lighting, LEDs,
some things hanging on the back wall that he couldn’t quite make
out and he cursed his near-sightedness. Not like he couldn’t just
ask but she hadn’t exactly offered a house tour.

When she returned
with a fluffy duvet, he put his arm up on the back of the sofa
again and patted the space next to him. He didn’t want to get
intimate with her, but he definitely wanted to have her next to
him, feel the softness of her hair and the tenderness of her body
next to his. He really wanted to lay in that big soft bed with her,
but he knew that would be sending too many mixed messages, so he
resigned himself to couch cuddles. She was happy to tuck up under
his arm and lay her head on his strong chest. She snuggled deep
under the blanket and…she went to say something...but ultimately,
listening to his steady breathing, she fell asleep.

When he woke up,
she was gone again. It was getting dark and that would put it
about...where was his watch? He stood up and looked around and it
was on the coffee table, but he didn’t remember taking it off. How
did he sleep so deeply around her?

“Mason!” he called
out. No answer. He looked around and found light switches. He
turned them on and noticed the windows that were wide open earlier
were now covered with what appeared to be privacy blinds. On
further inspection, they also appeared to be automatic.
Of course, they are. She wouldn’t be arsed to
walk around closing blinds every day. He
gathered up the wine glasses and went to the kitchen, another
bottle kicked. That was probably the best
nap I’ve had in a while. He opened the
fridge and got a bottle of water. As he twisted the cap and took a
long drink, he heard the door.

She once again
came in with takeout. He giggled, wondering what she’d fetched this
time and for God’s sake, why didn’t she
use delivery?

“Hey there sleepy
head,” she grinned. “Lacey sends love from the pub.”

His eyes lit up.
“Oooohhh, tell me, tell me!” he said, walking over to
her.

She put the bags
on the table. Bangers and mash, cheese tray with that mature
cheddar he liked, Shepherd’s Pie, not a veg in sight. Inside, he
was delighted. This little feast reminded him of his Nan’s Sunday
meals.

“I figure you know
what all this is,” Mason said, “and to top everything, she sent
something called an apple crumble.”

Cole thought he
would faint. He didn’t even realize how hungry he was until he
heard her utter the name of his most favorite dessert.

“Ohh, thank you so
much, m’love. I am a bit peckish,” he said, hugging her. “Can I
just ask one thing of you, please? Let me know when you
disappear?”

“You were sleeping
so well that I hated to bother you but yeah, when you’re here, I’ll
let you know my whereabouts…been a while since I did that for
anyone…” she trailed off.

He pondered that
for a minute. It occurred to him that he might like to know her
full schedule. He might like to know where he could find her for
coffee, lunch or...he had to shake that off. First of all, too creepy and second, too soon to
ask.

“I can always
forward you my schedule if you want,” she chuckled.

He squinted at
her, trying to remember if he’d actually said that out
loud.

“Let’s eat on the
sofa and watch Roxanne,” she said, her eyes sparkling.

“Well, I mean, if
you insist,” he tried to feign indifference, but she brushed him
off, giggling. She wasn’t having it.

Dinner was
delicious and comforting. It left him feeling an affection for home
that he hadn’t felt in a while. Maybe he loved London the way Mason
loved New York. Cole thought how really sweet this entire day had
been, talking all morning, napping all afternoon. This was almost
too perfect. He half expected that an unmentioned husband was going
to walk through the door any minute and he was going to wake up
alone in his hotel. He had laid his head in Mason’s ample lap, and
she was running her nails absentmindedly through his hair. This was
his heaven and if it all went bad tomorrow, he knew he’d be happy
to have had this exquisite moment with her. He felt the warmth
coming from deep between her gorgeous legs and her scent was both
intoxicating and arousing. He closed his eyes and allowed himself a
brief fantasy of spreading her beautiful, long, tanned legs,
wrapping his arms around her wide, soft hips, gently but firmly
pulling her close to him and eagerly burying his face between her
thighs, taking his time, patiently teasing her, tasting her, slowly
sliding his tongue down between her lips and slipping as deeply
inside her as he could...He took a deep breath and shook his head
to clear that.

Not
yet...no.

Mason felt deeply
relaxed right now. Cole’s hair was beautifully soft, his curls were
loose, and she was fascinated with how they flipped and lay in
random, unruly patterns. Even as the credits rolled, she was
disappointed that the movie was ending. Cole was going to get up
and go to bed and she was probably going to sleep on the couch
again.

Cole sat up and as
he put his arm around her, she snuggled closer and laid her head on
his chest. “I enjoyed that very much. Thank you,” he
said.

“Me too,” she
giggled softly, “and I got to be your pillow this time.”

“I think like
being your pillow more,” he said, “but Darling, we need to sleep in
bed tonight. As much as I love this couch…” He trailed
off.

“Oh of course,”
she replied, “I don’t think my back will take another night out
here.”

“Do you have some
problem with your back?” he asked.

She sat up and
faced him. “Yeah, I’ve had some back pain on and off for a few
years. Sleeping multiple nights on the couch definitely doesn’t
help,” she smiled. “Sometimes I sleep in the guest bedroom because
that mattress is better than the one in my room.”

He was having
trouble putting this together. If he was in the guest room and she
was in “her” room, what was the room at the end of the hall?
None of my business. Then
the idea struck him, and he knew it was so purely selfish
but…

“You’re doing it
again,” she said, squinting. “What are you thinking?”

He looked into her
eyes and gently took her hands in his. “I’m sorry but I’m going to
ask you something very selfish, Mason,” he said. He was going to be
up front and if she turned him down, so be it.

“What is it?”
There was that shy smile.

“Being completely
honest, I’m not ready to jump into anything physical right now but
I’d be lying if I said that I don’t enjoy having you next to me,
holding you. I’m enjoying that so very much.” He smiled kindly at
her.

“Me too,” she said
shyly. She enjoyed his odd candor and appreciated his blatant
honesty. “You wanna...cuddle together tonight?” She had an odd,
slightly confused yet hopeful expression on her face.

He laughed, “Yes!
I wasn’t sure how to ask and I didn’t want to send mixed messages
to you…”

She laughed too.
“I wasn’t sure how to put that either because ‘Do you wanna sleep
together?’ didn’t sound right at all.”

She washed up in
the master bathroom and put on some boy shorts and a sleep shirt.
She was really tired and was looking forward to laying down in that
big comfy bed. They crawled under the duvet on the guest bed, and
he spooned behind her, gently pulling her soft, round hips in close
to him and protectively wrapping his arm around her waist. She felt
perfectly comfortable and safer than she’d felt in an awfully long
time. It seemed to her like their bodies were designed to fit
together, exactly like this...Like the puzzle on the table...before
long, she heard his steady breathing and she drifted
off.

She woke to him
standing over her, saying something...

“Hey, sleepyhead.
It’s time to wake up.” His voice was so gentle and
sweet.

She smiled up at
him. He gently ran a finger down over her cheek and smiled. “I’m
making breakfast.” She slowly sat up, looking at him
suspiciously.

“I thought you
didn’t cook,” she said, stretching.

“I don’t, well not
for one but we had some wonderful leftovers and I thought I might
use them to make you breakfast today.” He had switched into stuffie
mode. “Now come on. This day won’t be any good without your smile
in it. Kettle’s on.”

She walked out of
the bedroom and smelled the delicious aroma of...whatever he was
cooking. She couldn’t really sort it out before coffee. “I’m headed
for a shower,” she called to him. In the shower, she thought about
the previous night and how sweet and lovely it was, no pressure,
just relaxation and a great night’s sleep, better sleep than she’d
had in months. Are sleep dates a thing?
They should be. She remembered Cole lying
on his back at one point and cuddling up under his arm. Not long
after, he rolled over, and she got to be the big spoon for a while,
and she thought how nice it would be to do that…many more times.
She dried her hair and got dressed, leggings, oversized shirt,
something comfortable for now. She tucked her hair up into a clip
as it wasn’t completely dry yet. She slipped on some loafers and
walked out into the kitchen. She could hardly wait to see what he
managed with the leftovers from the pub.

He’d pulled
together quite a spread - potato cakes, sausages, and scrambled
eggs - and he was pretty darn proud of himself. He was feeling
fairly hungry even though they’d done little to no activity the day
before.

She walked in and
looked at the groaning board he had on the counter. He looked up
and smiled at her, no makeup, just her beautiful blue eyes in the
sunlight from the kitchen window. “Cole, this is amazing,” she
said, deeply impressed. “Where did you learn to cook?”

“My Nan, mostly,”
he said, filling two coffee mugs. He handed her one. “Now go have a
seat, m’love.”

She took her
coffee to the table and sat as he brought two plates and set them
down. She normally didn’t eat this much for one meal. It all looked
delicious, but it also looked like a few extra hours at the gym
this week.

“What do you
think,” Cole asked, impatiently.

Mason had an
appreciation for good food. She’d certainly been to some of the
best restaurants in the city. She enjoyed many different cuisines,
and she knew that price did not equal quality. Sometimes the local
food truck was simply better. Home cooking was a different matter
altogether. She appreciated home cooking like she appreciated good
sex. In fact, she might prefer a good scratch-made macaroni and
cheese over sex and get just as much pleasure from it. The first
thing she tasted was the potato cakes. She hadn’t had these really
since childhood. He even got the chives in
there. She knew the sausage would be good
since she’d had it at the pub and the eggs were delightfully
fluffy, and creamy. She kept her face a blank slate though, as she
enjoyed the carnival of flavor in her mouth. She sat back in her
chair, taking a drink of her coffee and looked at him with a somber
expression.

“The sausage is
not too salty, a very full flavor. The eggs are light yet creamy
and the potatoes are perfectly seasoned. The chives are a nice
touch. I’d say you’re through to the next round, chef.” She kept a
straight face.

He played along.
He stood up and slightly bowed to her. “Thank you, chef.” He looked
into her eyes for a beat before they both broke up laughing. “I’m
so glad you approve,” he smiled at her.

“Your Nan must
have been a good cook,” she said, eating more than she planned of
the potatoes.

“She was. I spent
a lot of time in her kitchen, at her house, really,” he offered,
“Dad left early, Mum worked three jobs and I had two sisters. My
Nan was alone by the time I was about eight and she lived nearby so
I just went there a lot.” He stopped for a minute, and she could
see him processing. She’d already come to immediately recognize the
habit.

“What is it?” she
asked. “You ok?”

“Yeah,” he said,
wistfully. “I learned a lot from her. She had a garden...She was
great at growing things, but I could never manage plants.” He
looked around and realized there were no plants in this space
either.

Mason noticed him
surveying her place. “Me neither. I’ve tried and failed so many
times, I felt like a serial killer after a while,” she
chuckled.

He laughed. His
phone buzzed and he grabbed it from the table and looked at the ID.
“I need to take this,” he said, walking into the guest room and
shutting the door.

She heard some
aggravated mumbling. Something in his tone gave her the feeling
that her winery tour was about to get postponed.

“Fuck,” he mumbled
under his breath as he emerged from the room. He sighed heavily and
looked at her. She looked up at him. Those eyes, those mesmerizing
pools...He closed his eyes for a second to break the
spell.

“Darling, I’m so
sorry. Really, I am,” he started.

“It’s fine,” she
said.

He looked at her
somewhat confused. He walked over to the table. “Get your coffee
and come with me,” he took her hand and led her to the
couch.

As she sat down
facing him, she sipped her coffee, and tried too not be
so disappointed. After
all, he was going to have to go back to his hotel eventually. She
looked into his eyes and as his eyes met hers, he was sure that if
she’d only ask him, he’d give it all away to stay right here with
her today. In his mind he was fuming but he was maintaining a
calmness for Mason’s sake. It wasn’t fair. The client had fucked
off this whole week and now his Sunday was about to be trashed
because they wanted to try to make up lost time.

“Darling, the
project I’m here for is running late. My part in it should have
started on Monday but the client wasn’t ready. I almost went back
to London but I’m so awfully glad I stayed because I would have
completely missed you,” he smiled at her gently, tracing his finger
softly down her cheek and it lifted her spirits.

“It’s fine,” she
said, “really, I mean, I’m glad you didn’t go back to London
either. This was such a wonderful time and I really enjoyed being
with you.” She smiled her biggest smile to reassure him. She paused
and thought she might as well ask. “You’re welcome to work from
here if that’s possible.” She looked at him hopefully.

Those fucking
blue eyes! They were killing him. He
reached up and unclipped her hair and as it fell across her
shoulders, he ran his hand through the loose, soft, slightly damp
curls. He smiled and said, “If I could, I would but it’s not
possible. I am going to have to work from my hotel for at least a
few days, but I’ll be texting you and I’ll call when I can.” He
took a deep breath and paused. “Mason,” he lifted her chin to look
into her eyes. “I want to see you as much as possible. I want to
keep spending time with you.”

“But...” she
looked at him, expectantly.

He looked back at
her a little confused, “But nothing,” he chuckled a little, “I’m
telling you I want to keep seeing you. I just am not sure when
because what I do requires me to work some odd hours.”

“Oh,” she laughed,
“I thought something bad was coming. It wouldn’t be the first
time…” She was relieved in a way that she was trying to keep hidden
so as not to appear desperate or pathetic.

He laughed too and
firmly pulled her into him for a hug, tangling his hands in her
hair. He was beginning to crave feeling her body against his. “Let
me go pack,” he said, reluctantly letting go of her. He got up and
turned around quickly, remembering...“Oh God, the winery tour.” He
looked at her apologetically.

“Not a problem.
I’ll take a raincheck,” she said. She picked up her phone and sent
her office number to him.

He went into the
bedroom, cursing this day. He wanted so badly to stay with her in
this space even though he hadn’t quite sorted out all the reasons
why. Why her, why here…maybe for once, it would be better to let it
go and not overthink it. He packed his bag and walked out into the
kitchen. She was standing at the sink, cleaning up the remnants of
their breakfast.

“Love, I’m sorry
again,” he said, putting down his bag. From behind her, he wrapped
his arms around her waist. “I will call you as soon as I can,” He
whispered into her ear.

She closed her
eyes for a minute then turned around and faced him, looking up into
his eyes one more time. She was trying to imprint this memory. It
was a sweet instant in time, and she wanted whatever was next. She
hugged him close, hoping to remember the feel of him next to her.
Even in this moment, she was reminded of how touch starved she had
been for the last few years.

When he pulled
away from her, he noticed one more time her lips were trembling,
ever so slightly. He found it hard to resist softly kissing her,
but this just wasn’t the moment. He put his finger to her lips.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said. “For now, I need to know where the
tube is.”

“Tube,” she
giggled. She led him to the kitchen window and pointed down to the
right. “That’s the J Line. Take that to the Bowery and then the D
line to the Village. You should come out close to your
hotel.”

“Thanks, m’love.”
Looking down at his phone, he picked up his bag and headed to the
door. “What’s this number?” he asked.

“It’s my direct
number at the office. You can usually reach me on my cell but if
you can’t, you can call my office. They’ll know where I
am.”

He smiled warmly
at her. “Thank you. It means a lot that you’d do that. Oh, um, I
guess I need you to let me out or...?”

She went into her
purse and pulled out a card. Why not? He’s
already stayed two nights. If he was gonna unalive me, he’d have
done it by now. She walked over to him and
handed him the card. “Just swipe this card for the elevator and
then, well you saw what I did to get up here,” she said,
nonchalantly.

He was shocked but
took the card. “Are you sure?”

“Yep. It’d be a
pain to fetch you every time you come over…right? You’ll be here
again?” she asked, hopefully.

“Of course, I
will. I can’t wait to be here with you again,” he said, hugging her
one more time. He headed for the door. “Ok then, byeee until
later,” and Stuffie Cole walked out.

She giggled as he
shut the lift door. The warm, familiar feeling of being with him
last night, holding him, touching his hair, talking with him, it
was all stringing together in her mind like a sweet, old memory.
She felt like she’d always known him, and he was so easy to talk to
and trust. As she finished cleaning up, she glanced out the window
and saw him walking to the station. He couldn’t see her, but he
turned and looked up at the apartment anyway. This was definitely
going somewhere fast, and she was ready to strap in for the
ride.

So much had
happened in the last 24 hours that his mind was still rapidly
trying to adjust. He knew this whole thing was reckless, but he
already felt like he was meant to know her forever. He didn’t feel
good leaving her, but he felt delighted knowing he was welcome to
come back to her. He felt for the key card in his pocket just to
assure himself it was real. Now he had to switch gears. If he moved
off his square, she would become a liability.

Mason finished the
dishes and poured herself a glass of wine. She sat down to work on
the puzzle and process everything that had taken place since Friday
night. She searched herself and realized that she was not feeling
as alone as she thought she would. That devastating loneliness that
often enveloped her on weekend afternoons was nowhere to be found.
Maybe it was because Cole’s cologne still lingered in the
apartment. She was genuinely surprised at how quickly she felt
comfortable with him. Not that she hadn’t had the occasional
overnighter, but she was usually seeing them out before sunrise.
This was different and unexpected. She felt safe with Cole, even
though she couldn’t point to any solid reason why.
Three more pieces fit…The
oddity for her was that he didn’t want to jump into sex right away.
She wasn’t used to that but for some reason she again couldn’t
explain, it felt right with him. Even the gentle teasing wasn’t
annoying or frustrating and she wasn’t left wanting. It was a
delicious anticipation that she embraced. Few more pieces…Mason wasn’t sure if
it was the wine, the roller coaster of emotions or just the
relaxation that he seemed to leave behind, but she was suddenly
tired. It felt like a good time on a Sunday afternoon to take a nap
in the guest room in the bed where she could surround herself with
his scent.


CHAPTER
5

Cole arrived back
at his hotel room and begrudgingly unpacked his bag, getting his
clothes ready for the cleaning service. After spending all of those
beautiful hours with Mason and sleeping in that supremely
comfortable bed, he realised that the next nights of living in this
hotel room were going to be pretty unpleasant. He had a lot of work
to do and the sooner he got it done, the sooner he could spend more
time with her. He already missed the feel of her hair, her touch,
her scent, the closeness that they shared. Inside him, he began to
feel a slight apprehension that he might be rushing in too fast but
another part of him wanted to jump full in with this wonderful,
fascinating woman who made him feel as if they’d been best friends
for years. He opened his laptop and began running some routines. He
laid in his VPN then his screen, plugged in his burner phone then
texted the IT firm that he was ready to start testing.



-You are go for
testing-






He logged on and
started running several of the programs that would test the
integrity of this network. This prototype building had state of the
art regulatory controls for nearly every event that could happen,
locking and unlocking the building and certain rooms, lighting,
heating and cooling, elevator control. There were even alarms and
alert sounds that would tell the reception areas when the building
was being accessed and from where. His job was to test the network
that would run these controls. Once his testing was done, his red
team would then take over and test the backbone networking and be
available to test any networks set up by tenants. Until he verified
the environmental network, he would be stuck in this room, more or
less. He didn’t expect his part to take long. This network wasn’t
known yet and there was very little information on it.

While his routines
were running, he couldn’t help but let his mind drift back over the
last hours. He was still surprised that he’d missed seeing Mason at
the pub and it was slightly unnerving to him how fast he got
completely comfortable with her. He certainly couldn’t believe how
quickly he felt the overwhelming desire to just touch her and how
satisfying it felt having her next to him. He looked back at the
logs from the programs that were running. There was something
strange. He should have been the only user on the network and yet
there was somebody else logged in. He looked at the username,
anonymous monkey. That looked like a randomly assigned username for
something like Google apps. He texted the IT firm.






-This is
Shadow660. Is anyone logged on to the network at 303?-






-Negative-






Cole immediately
shut down and disconnected. Fucking hell. It was too early for
crackers. Not impossible but unlikely. He ran his fingers through
his hair. This was going to be a long day.






-Can you please
check again?-






He got a water
from his fridge and drank about half of it.






-Sorry Shadow660.
We thought they were done. 45 minutes-

-Standing by.
Text when we are go.-






Cole picked up his
phone. He texted Mason.






-I miss you
already. I miss your hand in mine. I miss your smile most of
all.-






He put the phone
away. He wasn’t the type to worry about getting replies. If he
wanted to chat, he would call. He really did miss her and with
every wasted minute, he felt somehow cheated out of the possibility
of a far more pleasant day.






-Ok, Shadow660.
We’re all off. You are go.-

-Right. Going
in.-






Five minutes in,
he had the administrator account under his control.
What were they playing at?






-I have root.
Admin password was non-compliant. Please fix.-






What the
fuck? He shook his head in
disbelief.






-Got it,
Shadow660. Anything else?-






-I have control
of the admin account. Please text when fixed-






He logged off. Did
they really not understand that beyond that, there was nothing he
couldn’t do? He was trying to give them the benefit of the doubt.
It was early and perhaps they’d missed a few basic things, but
everything was controlled by this network, locks, lights,
temperature. If manipulated by the wrong people, it was his fear
that someone could possibly take hostages in this building from
anywhere in the world. This network looked insignificant on the
surface, but he had an uncanny ability to see seemingly simple
things from all angles in order to assess risk. It was why he was
so valuable to his firm.

This was basically
a prototype of a smart office building that was not only filled
with conveniences and energy efficiencies for the owners and
tenants but also practically a fortress, providing security and
safety for employees, all controlled by one central network. Cole
saw it differently, though. To him, the building’s potential as a
remote-controlled prison stood out and he intended to test this
network’s limits and all the possibilities he could, within the
parameters of his contract, of course. His personal phone buzzed.
It was Mason.






-I love your
smile. ;)-

-Love that song.
By Shanice, right? :D How are you feeling?-






-Yas! Just woke
up. Headed to the gym.-






It was oddly
comforting to him that she’d be a few blocks from him for a little
while.






-#attacked Please
look after your gorgeous self.-






-LOL! You too.
Meet at the pub after my work out?-






-I want to but
once this process starts, I’m a prisoner. Protocols.-






-Sounds isolated.
Do you need anything?-






-I need to hear
your voice. May I call later? Lmk a good time after 8, if
convenient.-






Hear my
voice? She nearly melted at his words. No
one EVER said that to her before.






-9? I’ll be chill
by then.-






-I have to go.
I’ll call you at 9. Be ready to take my call.-






-Yes,
Sir.-






Did she
just…






-Shadow660, you
are go.-






-Right. Going
in.-






Cole didn’t even
need his brute force app this time. He was able to guess the admin
password in ten minutes. This is
ridiculous.






-I have root.
Admin pass is non-compliant. Please refer to the
requirements.-






He was fairly
pissed off at this point. Deep
breath. His watch buzzed. Time for water.
He still faithfully kept a hydration schedule as it helped him
manage his emotional state. Three hours down and he was thinking he
might have to cut himself loose to wait for them to get in
compliance. His firm had sent the IT management company a manual of
security requirements two months ago. This was for their own
protection, and it appeared that they hadn’t followed the most
basic steps. Worse, it wouldn’t take too long, maybe a half day,
for them to complete the requirements so if they had to walk
through the entire security setup at this point, he’d just have to
wait. He sat back on his couch and took several deep breaths to
center. His phone buzzed. It was a text from Mason. Just a selfie
outside the gym of her smiling, a few wisps of her hair blown
across her face, and she was subtly biting her bottom
lip.






-Didn’t want you
to miss anything for too long.-






Damn. He melted inside. Her eyes were
glittering in the fading sunlight. He wasn’t sure if it was just
golden hour, or her beauty makes the hour
golden. Waxing rhapsodic again.






-Idk if this is
pleasure or torture but I like it.-






-You’ve been such
a good boy ;)-






-Always happy to
please you, ma’am.-

-This could get
dangerous.-






-Danger is
my…middle name.-






-Austin Powers?
Really?-






-LOL! Ok, you got
me. Headed into the gym now.

Catch you at
9.-






His burner
buzzed.






-Shadow660 we are
go.-






Cole started his
apps again. It was going better as he watched the logs rack up with
tries, not getting anywhere. He sat back and bolted the last half
of his water. He was going to need dinner. How bad could it be to
have dinner with her in his room? He shook away the thought. That
could compromise him and her. Still...Why was he even thinking
about it? Why couldn’t he shake the thought of
her...al-fucking-ready? It was another hour then the log stopped. He had
root. Fucking hell. Well, that one was
stronger, but it still hadn’t passed...wait.

Cole looked closer
at the logs. Someone had changed the admin’s password while his
programs were running. That’s how he got in so fast. Anonymous
Monkey again? What the hell was going on? He changed the admin
password and waited, not running any routines. Forty-five minutes
later, there it was, another change. He cracked it again and
changed it. He didn’t like this game of cat and mouse.
Who was this? Whoever it
was, wasn’t changing the password to anything complicated. He was
hacking it within seconds. If they aren’t
interested in buying time, why are they there? To be safe, he locked down the network and took it offline. He
tunneled in and checked for logons again but there was no one which
meant that Anonymous Monkey didn’t have a direct connection. He
needed to check with the IT company, just to make sure.






-This is
Shadow660. Who’s logged on to 303?-






-No one. We’ve
double checked.-






-Triple
check.-






He really didn’t
like this. This network shouldn’t be known yet. Counter-penetester?
That wasn’t in the plan and there weren’t supposed
to be any tests like this for this client. It was another hour
before the IT firm replied.






-We didn’t have
anyone on. No one known to us.-






-Taking the
network offline. Locking it out.-






He needed a minute
to check with his coordinator and find out if any other penetesting
was going on.






-I’ll get you a
report tomorrow mid-morning.-






-Acknowledged,
Shadow660.-






It was now close
to midnight in London. He sent an email to his coordinator and
signed off. He disconnected his phone and laptop from the VPN and
shut the VPN down. This was unnerving and he was hoping that it was
some counter testing that he’d not been informed of, which would
still be shit but would make him feel better.

Cole looked at his
watch. 1900. He
decided to get a shower and think about dinner. Just then his phone
buzzed. It was a text from Mason. Just a picture of her sitting at
the bar with Lacey.






-Join us
?-






-LOL! Wish I
could. But you two look like trouble. ;)-






He couldn’t resist
the urges inside him at this point. He simply had to see her again,
had to be close to her for just a minute. What can it hurt?






-Can you please
call me? I can’t wait until 9.-






His phone
buzzed.

“Mason?”

“Hey!” Her voice
was like a balm for his soul.

“I was thinking of
taking you up on that dinner offer. Would you be willing to come to
my room though? I know...I know what it sounds like and if you
don’t want to, it’s ok but I’ve got to examine these logs and I
don’t have time to come to the pub.”

“Really, really.”
She let the sarcasm flow openly. “Like I’m gonna turn that down,”
she giggled. “Do you want something from the pub or somewhere
else?”

He appreciated her
openness even when he wasn’t being clear, how she understood him so
easily...Is this what being with an empath
is like?

“The pub is fine.
Something light. You choose. Have Lacey put it on my card. I’m
buying dinner. I’ll hear of nothing else. And I better
not.”

Mason laughed,
“Will do. And thank you.”

“I’m at the
Madison, room 1015. Just come up.”

“See you soon,
Cole.”

Cole knew he
wasn’t ever supposed to have anyone in his room, even if he was
just waiting on a job, but she was so close, and Brooklyn was a
long way and he deeply wanted her in this space. He wanted to have
her scent, her feel in this room because he wanted to be surrounded
by her even when she wasn’t there. Emotionally it was dangerous as
well and if it all crashed, he’d regret this decision. He was
normally so much more careful but whatever that something about her
was, he needed it near him now.

Mason perused the
menu. Most of it was fairly heavy. They’d been eating so rich and
she needed to NOT do that again.

“Lacey, we need
something light or at least not loaded with potatoes.”

Lacey laughed, “I
hear ya hon. Hey, the chef’s been working on some dishes inspired
by Nando’s. You wanna try one of those? They’re a little on the
spicy side though.”

“Nando’s?” Mason
asked

“Yeah. Chef said
it’s a popular kind of fast-food place in the UK but it’s like
African fusion. Anyway, our wholesaler just started carrying their
sauces and Chef’s been working on some wild rice bowls.
”

“Oh, that sounds
good. What is it, chicken?”

“Yeah, it’s
grilled on skewers with veggies and rice.”

“Perfect. Not too
spicy, though. I don’t know if Cole really likes spice.”

“He likes you,”
Lacey giggled and winked.

Mason laughed,
“Yeah, ok. We’ll see how much.”


CHAPTER
6

Cole finished his
shower and was drying off when the knock at the door came. He
slipped on the hotel robe and answered.

Mason walked in
with two takeaway bags. “Oh I hope you’re gonna like this. It
smells incredible!” she said, her eyes shining. He wondered if she
would ever get as excited to see him as she did over good food. He
already had a healthy appreciation for her taste in
cuisine.

She set the bags
down on the table and when she turned around, he was right in front
of her. She put her arms around his shoulders, and as he slipped
his arms around her waist to pull her close to him for a hug, she
gently slipped her knee between his legs. Suddenly she froze and
pulled back to look at his face, squinting inquisitively. He looked
confused then realized he had nothing on under his robe

“Oh, God, I’m
sorry Mason. Let me get dressed properly.” He laughed with
embarrassment and headed into the bedroom.

“Hey, um, quick
question,” she said. He turned around. “How many mixed messages are
you going to send this evening? I just wanna know what to expect,”
she said with an inquisitive, sarcastic smile.

He laughed and
shook his head. “Probably twelve.”

“Good to know.”
Mason called, shaking her head, giggling to herself as she got the
dinner on the table. She kind of liked this “playing house” thing.
It was somehow comforting to look after someone else, to have
someone on her mind besides just herself.

Cole emerged from
the bedroom in sweats and a tee shirt, tousling his damp curls. He
looked at the spread she had set out which looked and smelled oddly
familiar. He looked over at her. She was in the kitchen getting
water bottles from the fridge. He thought how exceptionally curvy
she looked in her workout leggings and shirt. He allowed himself
the small fantasy of spanking her round...

“Wow,” she said,
interrupting his thought. “You’ve got quite the place here. Full on
one bedroom suite. I didn’t know this hotel had these rooms. This
is bigger than some apartments in this area.”

“Don’t go trying
to sell my room. You estate agents are all the same, looking for
any opportunity,” he chided.

“Careful,” she
said, “I’ll buy this building and turn it into condos.”

He laughed. “You
probably could and if I looked into those eyes for long, I’d buy
two,” he said.

“Oh, God,” she
rolled her eyes, “You are too much.”

They sat down at
the table. He looked at his plate and looked at her. She was
waiting with that little twinkle of anticipation.

He leaned in to
sniff. “Worm’s wort...and frog’s breath?” He said
suspiciously.

“Eeee!” she
squealed, “Nightmare Before Christmas! I LOVE, LOVE, LOVE that
movie!”

He couldn’t help
but laugh right out loud. “Me too!” He winked at her, “We can live
like Jack and Sally if we want.”

“Ahhh, Angel from
my nightmare. Blink-182...no that’s not the title...I Miss You...”
She looked at him and suddenly went quiet.

“Yes, m’love. I
miss you.” He smiled and paused for a second to let it sink in with
her. “That’s why I asked you here and I will admit, this is purely
selfish…and if you weary of it, let me know.”

“Well,” she said,
smiling coyly, “maybe it’s only selfish if I don’t want it
too...does that make sense?”

He smiled, “Yes.
It does.” He lingered for a moment, looking into her eyes, feeling
a relief to be close to her again. She smelled of lavender and
sweat and the gym and it was wonderful to him because it was all
her.

“Back to this.”
Cole gestured to his plate. He took a bite of the chicken and rice.
He looked at her sideways, slightly confused. “I know this isn’t
Nando’s. It’s actually a lot better.”

She giggled, “Yes!
Lacy said that they’ve been able to get the sauces and the chef’s
been working on some dishes inspired by Nando’s.” She had the
excitement of a girl who’d just surprised her daddy with a new
aftershave and was just as pleased with herself.

“This is
brilliant, dearest. He’s done very well because this is way better
than Nando’s.” He was enjoying the familiar flavors. “Not too
spicy.” He sat back, drinking his water. He looked at her, taking
in how happy she was that she had pleased him so much and feeling
quite humbled by it. “Thank you so much.” He took her hand and
squeezed it.

She smiled at him.
“Well, the good news is we can eat somewhat healthy and still have
our haunt.” She tried the rice. “Fucking hell,” her eyes widened,
“that’s hot.”

His brows went up.
“Hot?”

“Yeah, that’s
spicy,” she said breathlessly and bolted half a bottle of
water.

He tried not to
laugh but was basically unsuccessful. “M’love, let me get you some
milk.”

“Thanks,” she
choked. “You eat this lava rice?”

“Yeah, but I don’t
think it’s that hot,” he said, chuckling. “Amateur. Next time you
should ask for no spice. The peri peri pepper isn’t exactly a
jalapeno.”

He handed her the
milk, and she drank about half. “Yeah, I guess so,” she laughed.
“Think I’ll pass on the rest of that.”

He sat and looked
at her for a minute, thinking how cute she was in this moment,
flush in the face and swishing milk around her mouth, tears in her
eyes, that bit of eyeliner and mascara running down her face, and
how beautifully candid she was right now in her suffering. He felt
sorry for her but at the same time, he thought this was more than
endearing.

“Are you ok?” he
asked finally, handing her some napkins.

“Yes,” she said,
somewhat breathless. “Wow! You know, I don’t shy away from hot
foods, but this is next level.”

“Awww, I’m sorry
love.” He chuckled and patted her hand. He got up to get her
another bottle of water.

“I ‘ope you’re
‘avin a lawf,” she feigned her best British accent, giggling,
trying to wipe the makeup from under her eyes.

He laughed as he
handed her the water and sat down, “An attempt was made,” he
chuckled. “To your credit, that sounded very much like Ricky
Gervais in Extras. Well done!”

She drank some.
The incendiary pepper was finally releasing its grip on her palate.
“I love that show, actually,” she laughed, “Pretty much anything he
does. I’m a huge fan of the British Office,” she smiled,
“Anyway...let me clean this up and,” she looked at her watch, “I
guess it’s time for me to get out of your hair.” She transferred
the leftovers to one container and put them into the fridge. She
didn’t want to leave but she wasn’t going to ask to stay. She
respected that he had already gone against his protocol having her
here and she wasn’t going to ask him to further violate that
boundary. Anyway, he only asked me here
to...

“Stay,” he said,
nearly blurting the word out.

She froze. Slowly
she turned around to look at him. He was sitting at the table
looking at her, nearly pleading with his eyes. She felt a little
confused. “Cole, I thought you weren’t...”

“Right, I’m not
but I just want you here,” he stood up and began pacing, “I uh, I
just thought, what’s the harm? It’s midnight in London and no one
is going to be in the office ‘til ten and...” he was rambling. He
stopped pacing and took a deep breath. He faced her and squared his
shoulders. “I really missed you, Mason. I know it’s only been
hours, but I missed you as if I’d just boarded a plane home. I want
to be close to you and I’m not asking for…I’d just like you to stay
the night.” He had that hopeful, crooked smile.

She’d hadn’t seen
him quite this restless. She was beginning to wonder if she’d
missed something...

“Are you ok, Cole?
I feel like you’re really wrestling with something here but I’m not
sure what,” she said, carefully. “Honestly, I’d like to stay...but
if it’s going to compromise you or your job, I don’t mind going
home and maybe coming back tomorrow and hopefully, you’ll think
about calling me at the office...” she trailed off.

He looked
crestfallen but he once again steeled himself. He walked over to
her and gently took her hands in his. He leaned in and whispered in
her ear, “What would be your first choice?”

Mason could feel
his soft breath on her ear and neck. She closed her eyes, a long
forgotten yet familiar heat driving hard down through her body. She
quivered and pulled away, looking into his hopeful eyes.

“I’d like to
stay,” she said quietly, her lips trembling. She cleared her
throat. “That wasn’t fair. You know good n hell well what your
voice does.” She squinted at him.

He smiled at her.
“I’m sorry darling.” He hugged her to him, deeply enjoying the
satisfying feeling of her soft body against him and gently kissed
her forehead. “I had to level up. I really don’t want you to
go.”

Mason smiled,
placing her hands on his chest. “Well, the thing is,” she started,
“I don’t have any jammies and uh,” she looked him up and down,
“doubtful you’d have anything that would fit me...soooo...quite the
dilemma.” She stared up at him.

“Hmmmm,” He
stepped back and looked her over slightly, trying to not be too
salacious about it. “Now, I might. I just might have some jammies
for you if you don’t ask any questions.” She looked at him
suspiciously. He went into the bedroom and returned with boy shorts
and an oversized shirt.

“I was going to
bring these back to you. I accidentally packed them when I left
your place.” He winked at her. She looked at him incredulous and
they laughed together. CHRIST, I love
seeing her smile.

“Well, then, I’m
going for a shower,” she said as she headed off to the
bedroom.

When she returned,
she was putting her still damp hair up in a clip. Cole was sitting
on the couch with a duvet, and he patted the spot next to
him.

“Come here,” he
smiled at her.

A bit come
hither-ish, Mason thought, but she tried to
put that thought down. She sat down and immediately snuggled up
under his arm. He pulled the duvet over them and wrapped his arm
around her. She felt incredibly safe and suddenly tired.

He wearily rested
his head on hers. “I’m happy now,” he said. “Mason, I honestly
don’t know why I feel so…so familiar with you.”

“I know right?”
She sat up and looked at him with those blue eyes that pierced his
soul. He brushed some stray hair from her face. “I feel it too,”
she said, “It’s so odd that, you know, we just met a couple nights
ago but it’s like I’ve always known you.” She was rambling but this
time she didn’t stop herself. “I feel like I found my best friend
that I never knew. I feel like I could tell you anything and that
you would understand, and you wouldn’t judge me...does that make
sense?”

“I feel the same
way, like I found a long-lost childhood friend,” he said, “someone
who knows me already or at least understands me. Maybe it’s just
kismet. I thought about you every minute since I left your place
earlier and, if I’m being honest, it frightens me that I have
fallen in this deep this soon,” he saw her visibly flinch and pull
away. “No, I mean, it’s like a thrill but more of a jump scare...I
don’t,” he started giggling, “I don’t know how to describe
it.”

She started
giggling with him. “I get it,” she paused and looked into his eyes.
Her lips started to tremble again, and she bit her lower lip to
make it stop. He looked at her, helpless. “I do feel close to you,
Mason. I promise I do but I’m also a little scared...I hope you can
understand.” His voice was barely a whisper. His lips were slightly
quivering too, and he was having a tough time not leaning in to
kiss her. He reached out and gently pulled her back to his chest. A
tear fell on her cheek, and she took a deep, ragged breath to try
to hide a sob. The exquisite tension between them was so thick it
was breaking her inside, but she tried to play it off.

“It’s all good,
Cole,” she lied. “It’s ok. I really do understand,” she said,
hugging him close. She pulled back and smiled at him. “Hey, I’m
sorry but I am REALLY tired...” She glanced toward the
bedroom.

He kissed her
forehead. “Yes, of course, darling. Let’s go to bed.” He stood up,
grabbed the duvet, and took her hand, leading her to the
bedroom.

They snuggled up
under the duvet and she lay under his arm, hugging his waist as she
draped her leg over him. The room was cold, and he felt so very
deeply comforted and warmed by her body wrapped around his. She
felt like...home.

Mason woke to
someone typing. She reached for Cole, but he wasn’t in bed. She
looked at the time. 0300. Dafuq?
She got up and walked out to the living room. Cole
was on his laptop working, drinking coffee and eating leftover,
cold not Nando’s.

“Christ, Honey,
it’s zero dark thirty,” she said, really without thinking that,
even though he had, she hadn’t really called him by any pet name.
He looked up sharply and stared. His face broke into a smile.
“‘Honey’?...I like that,” he said softly. “Come here,” he patted
the sofa next to him.

“It’s so late,”
she whined a little, “Whyyy, thooo?” She got a cup of coffee and
sipped it. Fucking hotel coffee. How does
he drink this rotgut? She sat down and laid
her head on his shoulder.

He laughed,
“Remember I said that my work is at odd hours? Well, it’s 8 am in
London and I have a problem that I’m trying to get worked out with
my team,” he looked over, taking her in, sleepy eyed, hair
disheveled. He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “You look
beautiful,” he whispered.

“Liar,” she smiled
back at him.

He chuckled.
“Darling, you can go back to bed if you like,” he paused, “When do
you have to be at work?”

“I don’t really
have a starting time, or quitting time, for that matter. Generally,
I’m in the office between nine and five,” she said, picking up his
arm and laying her head in his lap.

He didn’t resist.
“Banker’s hours, eh? Must be nice,” he smiled.

“Yeah, it’s the
life of Riley. Of course, then there are days like Friday where I
had to go to that dinner, be ‘on’ until late but I don’t mind too
much.” She let her hand fall against his shin, wrapping her hand
around to feel his calf. She liked the feel of his legs, strong,
but not too muscular and having her head in his lap like this, she
could feel the gentle heat coming from between his legs. In her
languid state, the temptation was strong to gently run her hands
the full length of his legs, continuing upwards between his thighs
but even without him explicitly saying it, she knew it was out of
the question. His skin was soft and smooth, and she resigned
herself to absentmindedly rubbing his shin, gently pulling her long
nails across his skin.

The sensation was
incredibly distracting to him but in a delicious, luxurious way.
The problem was his near inability to control his arousal and with
her head in his lap, she was sure to notice. The feel of her right
now was too intense, too close, the scent of her, too
heady.

“Sweetheart, up
you go,” he said, gently pulling her hand away from his leg. “Be my
good girl,” she sat up immediately and faced him. He froze. He
hadn’t intended to call her that and without having been told, he
had a feeling he’d crossed a line. He turned to face her, looking
into her eyes for a read but he couldn’t tell if she was
upset.

She squinted at
him. “...everything ok, Cole?” she asked warily.

“Oh God, Mason,
I’m so sorry...” He felt embarrassed. He’d let himself get
distracted, get too caught up in the odd familiarity he felt with
her. He took a deep breath. “I’m deeply sorry. I didn’t mean to
speak to you like that. I’ve no excuse. I feel so familiar with you
that I slipped.”

She put a finger
to his lips. “Stop apologizing,” she said softly, giving him that
really big smile that he simply adored. “It’s fine. It’s
endearing.” She paused, trying to read his expression. He looked
relieved yet still tense, maybe somewhat mortified. She tipped her
head slightly to one side. “So that’s what you called Lisa?” she
asked, calmly.

“Alessia, yes,” he
said, still feeling awkward, “For a while, we had a D/s
relationship, 24/7. Honorifics were always normal.” He paused, not
really wanting to go into it. “Anyway, it’s an old habit and I
should have been more careful. I’m sorry,” he said,
sincerely.

She reached out
and cupped his cheek and after a moment, he leaned into her warm,
comforting hand. “I won’t push you,” she said, sympathetically.
Then giving him a cheerful grin, she continued, “You have my
permission to call me your ‘good girl’ when we’re alone like this.
Not in public, though. ok?”

He brightened up.
“Ok,” he said, smiling. “I think I’d like that.”

“Hey,” she said,
“You know, it might be a little early for this but now knowing our
backgrounds, maybe we could clarify some things? I don’t really
want to be in a dom/sub relationship. For me, roleplay is more just
for sex but not every time. I’m pretty much ok with terms of
endearment anytime.” She cocked her head to the side.

He looked at her
with renewed wonder and respect. Though it may have seemed odd to
anyone else, he was quite pleased with her sensitivity to his
consent. “Ok,” he said carefully, “so noted.”

“And you? What
shall I call you?” she asked.

“Is this a
negotiation?” Cole asked, more seriously.

“Ok. Yeah. Let’s
call it that,” Mason answered.

Cole smiled and
shook his head. “Ok, m’love, but just so that you’re aware, when we
talk about anything, but especially intimate things, I prefer
straightforward communication so that everything and everyone is
clearly understood.” He spoke softly but firmly. He didn’t play
with this. He already relished the idea of playing scenes with her,
but the thought of her getting hurt in any way, physically,
emotionally, or mentally, because one of them neglected clarity at
any point gutted him.

Mason sat back for
a minute. She continued gently. “Do you mind talking about this
now? Or do you think it’s too soon?”

He raised his
eyebrows, “I’m perfectly fine talking about it as long as you
understand that this conversation might not stay within the PG
rating.”

“No problem. I’d
rather be candid with you anyway,” she said.

“Well then, to
start, I prefer no honorifics. None at all. Not even in scenes,” he
said

She looked
slightly surprised. “Ok…well, I have called you sir but…” she
started but he interrupted her. “Yes, I realize that, but I
understood the context and I knew what you meant,” he said,
touching her cheek, “I’m not that sensitive.” He continued, “Just
say my name. I love hearing you say my name, darling. Titles of
affection are fine and if I’m being honest, anytime and anywhere
would be lovely coming from your beautiful lips.” He smiled
gently.

She shivered and
took a slow blink. “So, speaking of not PG…tell me this. Why are we
still dressed?” she asked him bluntly. “If I’M being perfectly
honest, I want to...I do, and you know it and I feel the tension
between us. I won’t push that, ever, but please let me know what
you’re thinking, honestly. ‘It’s too early’ or ‘I don’t want to
talk about it’ are perfectly acceptable answers as well.” It was
nearly four in the morning and just like being drunk, being tired
made her a little bold. She’d given it some thought and she felt
like she knew where this was going anyway, that he wasn’t
interested in anything but friendship, but she already knew she
wanted more. If this wasn’t going any further, she thought it would
be better that they stop spending nights together, sleeping in the
same bed, holding each other because the tension was almost more
than she could bear. Mentally, she was all but packing her things
and heading back to Brooklyn.

“I want to...too,”
Cole said bluntly.

Mason visibly
flinched. Ok, I was TOTALLY wrong about
where this was going.

“And if I said I
hadn’t already thought about it, hadn’t imagined doing wonderfully
naughty things to you,” he continued, “I’d be a liar.” He took her
hand in his and continued calmly, “To be perfectly honest, I’m
scared, Mason. I was emotionally and physically devastated before
and sex is such an incredibly intimate bond for me to share with
someone that I want the moment to be right. I want our knowledge of
each other and our relationship to be in the right place before we
gift each other our physical selves. I can’t make any promises
right now except this one. As sure as I’m sitting here before you,
I want only you. I don’t know exactly how I’ve fallen so far so
fast, but you are the freshest, most interesting person I’ve met in
years, literally years. I feel an intense connection with you
already and I knew when I left your house yesterday that I wanted
to keep seeing you and see where it goes. I hope that doesn’t sound
too forward...” he trailed off. She was thinking and he could tell
she was trying to process at break-neck speed.

She was breathing
a little fast. Oddly, she had just noticed the way he spoke as if
he were reading poetry. Maybe it’s just
the voice. No, it’s the vocabulary...she
shook her head to stop her rambling thoughts. She hadn’t expected
his desire for exclusivity right away but then again, it made sense
for both of them because of their personalities,
one thing at a time...and all
that...am I
reading this wrong? No, I don’t think so. She looked into his eyes again. “Thank you for being honest
and I don’t know if you were asking...what was the phrase...I can
be a bit thick,” she giggled, and he laughed with her, looking
expectantly into her eyes. “But spending more time getting to know
you, sounds wonderful to me. You are incredibly fascinating...I
would be happy to take that journey with you, see where this goes.”
She felt lighter, getting this off her chest and gaining some
perspective.

He leaned in and
kissed her forehead. He pulled back and smiled, looking into her
eyes he said, “That makes me very happy.” His laptop chimed. He
looked at it and back at her. “I gotta take this,” he
said.

She giggled. “It’s
four am, hon. I’m going back to bed.” She leaned over and kissed
his forehead and tousled his curls. He nearly gasped at the
unexpected touch of her lips on his skin.

She went back into
the bedroom, got back under the duvet and closed her eyes. She was
going to pay for this tomorrow. Thank God
for Starbucks.

Cole opened the
chat.






-We don’t have
any other penetesting.

Client confirmed
they are not working with anyone else.-






Cole didn’t like
that. He would have much preferred a surprise test.






-Have you looked
at the logs? What do you make of that?-






-Looks like a
cracker. We could pull you out and notify the FBI, but we don’t
have a lot. Do you want to go in as bait?

In the end, it’s
not our problem. We can just turn it over.-






Baiting a cracker
to get information for the FBI would be a whole different
proposition. It was something he’d done but he didn’t like doing
it. In this case, he was now also worried about Mason and in his
heart, it felt good, in some way, to have someone to worry about
but at the same time, she was awfully close to this one and now he
wished she wasn’t. He could level with Mason and try to get
information from her or leave her out of it and go in as bait and
he didn’t like either choice. He finally decided to leave her out
of it.






-It’s late here
and I’m pretty tired. I will get back to you in a few hours. Let me
think about this and I’ll submit a plan.-






He closed the chat
and unplugged his laptop and VPN. It was 0430 and he was exhausted
right now. He looked at the bedroom. Mason had left the door open,
and she was sleeping so peacefully. All he wanted right now was to
lie down next to her, so he turned out the lights and went to the
bedroom. He took off his shirt and got under the duvet. The room
was still chilly but under here, with her body heat, he felt warm,
safe, and cared for. He reached over and lightly pulled on her hip.
She instinctively backed up to him and he wrapped his arm around
her. Maybe just a couple more hours...he drifted off.


CHAPTER
7

0900 and Cole
awoke to a knock on the door. He shook his head to clear the sleep,
slipped his shirt on, and grabbed his belt. He walked out towards
the door and looked around. Mason was gone but she left a note on
the counter. He checked the peephole. Housekeeping. He let them in and
headed to the kitchen. He opened the note, written on the takeaway
bag. “Get some damn paper.” He laughed as he read it. “Had a
wonderful time. There’s some REAL coffee in your cupboard.” He
opened the cupboard above the coffee maker and saw a bag of fresh
ground gourmet coffee in there. That’s
gonna beat the hotel coffee. Why does she care so much about these
little comforts? He read on. “Breakfast is
on the table. Call me today at the office if you want to chat.
Mason”

He looked at the
table and there was an assortment of sweet pastries. She seemed to
be filling in his blanks, the self-care things that were a low
priority to him, the little luxuries that he didn’t think of for
himself. It was like she looked over the puzzle and filled in the
missing pieces. It made him feel significant and
cherished.

Housekeeping left
and he started a pot of the coffee Mason had left. He had some
crucial decisions to make today, and he needed energy and clarity.
The sale of 303 was really important to Mason. She’d put so much
work into it...This was why he’s not supposed to involve himself
with anyone close to a project so that he wouldn’t have to consider
anything but the security of the systems. Too fucking late though. The sticky
part was that he now had to manage these delicate moving parts
without telling either side why he was doing what he was doing.
Worse, most of what he was going to have to do was going to look
abnormal to everyone. He took a deep breath and steeled his
resolve. He was going to continue testing and securing what he
could while trying to gather information for the FBI. This was
essentially a hybrid of his choices, but he felt like it was the
only way to keep Mason safe and still keep the sale of the building
moving forward for her firm. He plugged in and messaged his team
lead.






-I’m going to
continue testing and gather info for the FBI. I think we can still
keep this on track. I doubt this is anything dangerous, but we
don’t want a ransom situation.-






- I think we
should either continue testing or bait. –






-After reviewing
the logs further, I think we just need to tweak a few things to
shore up the network. That’s what I want to try. If I still get
penetration, I’ll get information. I’m not keen on full on
baiting.-






-Stand
by-






Cole knew his team
leader was checking further up the chain and he knew he’d have to
agree to whatever they said. This client was important, but they
were never in the business of playing hero. Maybe this time,
though...






-Shadow660, you
are go for your plan. Keep us updated daily at minimum.-






-Will
do.-






He signed off. He
had a ton of work ahead of him. Coffee was ready and the pastries
were looking rather good to him. He poured a cup of coffee and
texted Mason.






-How’s work? Miss
you already.-






He heard a message
pop up on his laptop. It was extremely rare for him to get a
network popup message. His phone buzzed. It was a picture of her
leaning against her desk holding a Starbucks coffee. She looked
amazing, hair perfectly pinned up, red power suit, pencil skirt and
he couldn’t help but notice how it perfectly hugged her hips.
Maxwell was an absolute master of his craft. He also noticed behind
her was a huge panoramic window with an impressive view of the
city. She has some nice office
digs.






-Still miss you.
But this helps. You look beautiful.-






-Did you get the
coffee-






-Yes. Why
that?-

-Why
what?-






-Why replace the
coffee? Why did you care so much about that?-






-Life’s too short
to drink bad wine or bad coffee.-






-LOL!-






His laptop buzzed
again.






-brb-






He walked over to
look at the message. His blood ran cold before he even looked. No
one should be able to send him a network message.






-Hi.-



He launched his
tracer and got an IP. Kazakhstan.
Bullshit. VPN. He launched his own
hand-rolled IP tracer. It cranked through and quickly produced a
local IP.

“Got ya!” he
exclaimed to no one. He pulled the plug on his laptop and sat down
to work on his VPN. He was going to have to hand roll his own and
shuffle his IPs until he could figure this out. How had they found the exit to my laptop and why target me?
Scare me off?

This was making
everything difficult, but he had a device that would make things a
lot easier for him. He had to get access to the building. Due to a
legacy, hard-wired network from the very early days of connectivity
in New York, he had a direct line from his hotel to the building at
303. He plugged his laptop into that so he could camp out and
gather data while he arranged to get in the building. He didn’t
want to be in there while there were workmen about, so he sent a
request to his client.






-This is
Shadow660. We have a problem. I’m going to need direct access to
the building. Minimal traffic. Please advise a time.-






-Affirmative.
Today 1400. Will that work for you?-






Cole looked at his
watch. It was almost 1100. That gave him some time to sort his
logs.






-That
works.-






There were only
three sets of fingerprints that were able to unlock the building
and move around at this time. His was one. Mason’s firm had
keycodes to enter but they were restricted to specific hours. He
glanced over the logs again. His client was now running regular
daily routines, unlocking lobby access to the building, bringing up
lights, heat, media system, water, everything that was controlled
through this network. The event log for this morning was normal.
Heat came up at 0630, along with the water heaters, lights on at
0700. There was a small anomaly at 0930. The outside lobby locks
had to be manually overridden. Cole typed a message to the
client.






-This is
Shadow660. What happened with the outside locks this
morning?-






-The routine
couldn’t unlock them. The security code wasn’t working. We had to
trip them with the override.-






-It looks like
the override didn’t work the first time. Is that
correct?-






-Correct. We had
to bruteforce it. Then we manually flipped the locks and set a new
code.-






-These are things
I need to know about. Please advise if it happens again-






-Will
do-






He never liked to
be too critical of his clients but this one was doing his head in.
This most recent event fit the cracker’s MO. No codes or passwords that are too complicated. Easy to hack
but what are they playing at? If they don’t want control, what do
they want? Cole’s phone buzzed. It was a
text from Mason.






-Hey babe! How’s
your morning going?-






-Can you call me?
I want to hear your voice.-






-I want to hear
yours too-






His phone buzzed
and he picked up.

“Hello, darling,”
he said, in his most seductive tone.

“Jesus, Cole, you
can’t do that to me in the office. My knees nearly buckled standing
at the copier,” she half whispered.

He laughed. “How
is your morning going?”

“I asked you
first,” she said.

“Work and missing
you is all I’ve got done this morning.”

“Well then you
need to get a cup of coffee and get focused. Can’t have you
slacking,” she said. He could hear the smile in her
voice.

“Yes ma’am.
Listen, I just wanted to let you know that it’s okay to text me
anytime. Unfortunately, it’s probably best to call me only if you
have an emergency. I’ll be there for you, or obviously if I’ve
asked you to,” he explained. “Also don’t be too upset if I don’t
reply right away. It’s just the nature of the work.”

She could tell he
was completely uncomfortable with saying these things.

“Don’t worry,
Cole, I understand. It would be great if we could have no
boundaries for this stuff but clearly, we have to be professionals.
I’m glad we’re talking about it.” She answered.

He felt relieved.
“I’m glad you understand. I know those things sound like some kind
of playboy rules, but I assure you it’s literally just the
work.”

She laughed. “Well
in return I’m going to ask that if you decide to become a playboy,
just let me know. I might want to be a bunny.”

He laughed out
loud. “It’s a deal. As long as we’re on the subject, I don’t want
to be a nuisance to you at the office. How would you prefer me to
communicate with you?”

“If I’m at the
office,” she said, “you can text me pretty much anytime. If you
need to call me though, it’s probably best to call my office phone
unless I tell you to call my cell. You can call to chat if you
want. The receptionist will let you know if I’m available or not
and she can always forward the call to my cell.”

“So didn’t you say
you were going to send me your schedule?” he asked.

“Oh, you’re good,”
she said. “I’m impressed you remembered that. I would be happy to
share my calendar with you if you really want me to. It’s riveting
reading,” she said, sarcastically. She didn’t genuinely believe
that he wanted her to do that. She thought it more likely that he
was just joking.

“Yes, I really
would like you to share your schedule...if you’re comfortable with
it,” he said, carefully. He felt like maybe he read this wrong, and
it was fine if she didn’t want to, but he’d thought they’d
agreed…“If you’re not, it’s ok, really. I was just thinking that it
would be helpful for me if I wanted to meet you for lunch or
summat.”

Lunch away from
her desk was something that Mason hadn’t done in years as she
thought back over it. Certainly, she’d taken clients out, but an
actual non-working lunch was something so foreign to her right now
and something that sounded absolutely wonderful to do with Cole. At
the same time, it took her aback that he really DID want her
schedule. No one had ever really cared that much.

“Yeah, I do want
to share that with you. I…honestly no one’s ever bothered before.
I’ll send you a link.”

“Thanks,” he said.
“So, what else, m’love? What’s going on with the smart office sale?
I’ve been wondering about that since the dinner we went to.” He
decided to wade in and see if she would talk about any issues
concerning the sale. He needed information from her side that he
couldn’t get from the IT firm.

“Oh, it’s all
great news, better than we ever expected. It looks like our two top
buyers are going to partner in the purchase of 303!” Her excitement
was palpable. “We had a bit of a bidding war with another group.
They came out of nowhere. We’d never talked to them, but they
reached out to us. They drove the price up to about $600M so we’re
going to make well over what we were originally asking.”

“Wait, but
ultimately they didn’t buy,” Cole said, “seems odd.”

“Yeah,” Mason
said, “I thought that too. It’s not unheard of but it’s rare and
honestly, this one seemed odd as hell.”

“Why is that?”
Cole asked.

“Well, they
contacted Jay and wanted to see the property. They even wanted us
to set them up for a wire transfer. We told them that we had two
other buyers prepared to pay full price, but they were that
confident they’d outbid them. The weird thing was that, as Jay told
me, when he took them over there, they were only concerned with the
wiring and the upfit. They didn’t seem to care about square
footage, about dividing up space, about leasing some part of the
building; they only seemed to be concerned about the upfit and the
energy efficiency, all the smart features.”

“So how did Jay
handle that?” Red flags were already going off in Cole’s
head. This sounds highly unusual and shady
as fuck. He hated having to ask Mason for
further information because he knew she would eventually wonder why
he was so interested. Still, he needed to find out as much as he
could. This was a hunch he couldn’t ignore.

“Jay told them as
much as he could. To be honest Cole, we don’t know that much about
the upfit. The IT company wrote up some information that we could
print in brochures and that’s all the information we have. When I
read the brochures, even with my limited knowledge of IT and
networks, there’s nothing in it that gives any amount of
detail.”

“Huh,” he had to
proceed lightly, “so Jay basically parroted the information from
the brochure. Did they ask to talk to the IT firm?”

“Nope,” she
answered. “At that point they pretty much said that they’d seen
everything they wanted to, and they left. Jay said there was
nothing unusual about them. They seemed like typical financial
representation of a company that would be interested in a building
like this.”

“So, then you got
their $600M bid?” He tried to sound as if he was just wondering
aloud. “Did that seem at all unusual to you?”

“Hell, yeah it was
unusual to us,” she said, “at first, they came in at $575M. We were
only at $460M so it really seemed odd to us that they would want to
come in at such a high bid when they really didn’t have to but
obviously, we have to go with the highest offer. Buildings just
don’t sell for this much, Cole. This one is exceptional and to be
honest, we didn’t put too many feelers out to find investors, let
alone expect to find ourselves in a bidding war. When I say they
came out of nowhere, they really came out of nowhere. They were not
on our list. They appeared to be a finance group, able to put up
$575 million dollars AND were not known to our two heavy hitters?
That was hella unusual.”

“So did the IT
company step in at all or did you not say anything to them about
possibly needing more information for this group?” He was going to
trip her suspicion trigger any minute, but he pushed on.

“They never came
back and requested anything, so we didn’t ask the IT company for
anything else. The only thing they came back with was the bid of
$575M and when our heavy hitters came in at $600M because they were
going to split ownership, they dropped out.”

He was going for
broke. “Who was this mystery group that came in at the last
minute?” He was running out of ways to sound nonchalant, but his
instinct told him that if he could get this one last piece of
information, he might have a lead on the problems he was
having.

She paused for a
moment, trying to think of why he’d be asking and how she should
answer. “When they contacted us, they gave their name as...Hold on.
I have it here. Just a minute,” he heard some rustling of papers in
the background. “The Capro Group. Any reason why you’re
interested?”

“No, not really,”
he lied. “I’ve done loads of consulting work here in New York and I
thought it might be a company I knew but nah, not familiar.” He had
a lead at least. But what purpose would it
serve for a company to come in and overpay for a building? If all
they wanted was access to the building in order to create a gateway
to the network, then why post such an outrageous bid for the
building that will put them under the microscope?
At this point, Cole wasn’t sure that this group
was the lead he was looking for, but he had nothing else to go on
and the IP that he did manage to trace was in New York.

He was mulling all
this over when Mason spoke up, “Okay but why are you interested?”
she asked.

He wasn’t sure
whether he should double down on his previous answer to the
question or just play it off and redirect her. “It’s really
nothing, ‘‘ he said, “Honestly, I was just being nosy. So, when do
you think you might be done with work today?”

Mason paused. She
saw what he was doing, and she didn’t feel like being deflected at
this time. “Hmmmm, probably around 4:30,” she said. “Hey, you know,
we do have one problem that you might know something
about.”

Cole got a chill.
He knew that the IT group was having problems rolling out their
daily routines. He wasn’t sure whether that information would be
relayed back to Mason’s firm yet and he was hoping it hadn’t been.
“What’s going on?” he asked.

“The IT group is
having trouble running the regular daily stuff that they have to
do,” she said. “The locks on the building seem to be the biggest
problem. Either they can’t be locked, or they won’t unlock, or they
won’t unlock on time, so we have to get that resolved. They have to
get this daily stuff running reliably before we can finalize the
sale.”

“Not sure how I
could exactly help with that. I don’t really know anything about
the building,” he said, and there was some part of him that took
comfort in the fact that he wasn’t completely lying. Wait, what did
she say? “I’m sorry Mason,” he said, “did you say there were times
when they couldn’t be locked?”

“Yeah,” she
answered, “the IT group reported that there were times when they
tried to lock down the building outside of the regular times, but
they were unable to get it locked right away. I’m not really sure
exactly what the problem is. All I know is we have to get all these
IT issues cleared before we can sell. Even I know that being able
to quickly lockdown the building to keep people safe is
paramount.”

That information
didn’t sit well with Cole. That sounded like there were times when
the building had to be open. That somebody found it necessary to
have all access to the building at specific times. He was going to
have to check with the IT company. How did
I miss that in the logs?

“So, this isn’t
anything that you would really know anything about? I’m a decision
maker here. I can contract you on behalf of our firm if you think
you can help with this. It’s really important that we keep this
sale on track,” Mason said.

“Darling,
honestly, I want to see this go through for you. I know this is a
tremendous opportunity and a real win for the firm. If I could help
you, of course I would,” he said. I’m
already working on it and just as confused as you are.

Mason wasn’t
really satisfied with his answer but there wasn’t much she could
do, and she decided to let it go. “I know…Do you want me to bring
you dinner tonight?”

“No,” he said.
“I’ll have dinner here at five if you don’t mind just bringing
yourself.”

“Shall I plan on
spending the night?” she asked.

Cole pondered on
this for a minute. He thought about how nice it would be to walk in
his bathroom and see her things there and have some remnant of her
presence in his suite. He thought about how lovely it would feel to
have even just a few of her things hung in the closet next to his.
At once he felt like he was getting ahead of himself and possibly
risking his work but the other side of him couldn’t stop the onrush
of how very pleasant it felt to have her near him. “Yes, darling,”
he replied, lowering his voice. “Please come prepared to spend the
week, if you’d like.”

“Jesus, Cole,” her
breath caught in her throat. “You can’t keep doing this to me, at
least wait till I’m sitting down,’’ she laughed lightly.

“Doing what, my
dear?” He kept his voice soft, low, and somewhat husky.

Mason came back,
her voice lower as if she were not alone. “You know good and hell
well what your voice does to me.” She giggled lightly. “I have to
go,’’ she said. “I have a meeting in about 5 minutes and this
afternoon I will be out of the office for a little while, but I
should be at your place by 4:30, quarter till 5:00.”

“Okay darling,” he
chuckled. “I will see you then.”

Cole worked on his
VPN and tracer. There wasn’t going to be any way that he could use
anything out of the box. He checked the time, 1300. He needed to
get going and called an Uber. If his layout was correct, he needed
to be dropped off in the alley behind the building which taxis
wouldn’t do. He decided to dress for dinner now. He wanted to wear
the shirt Mason had given him, the one Maxwell had tailored. She
really liked it and it made him happy to see her smile.

In the Uber, he
absently stared out the window, watching New York go by. He thought
about what he needed to do when he got there. He had a device he’d
created that would sit on the server, invisibly, except for the few
milliseconds it took to connect and disconnect. All it did was
gather detailed data traffic and send it to him via his VPN. It was
a very tidy device he’d crafted, and he was pretty proud of it too.
Because of its ability to quickly disappear, he called it Randall
(RNDL), which stood for Really Nifty Disappearing Logger, and he
would attach this to the main server. After talking to Mason, he
had a hunch and if it turned out to be right, these crackers were
genius. They were definitely ahead of the game, but he was catching
up fast.

The Uber pulled up
to the alley door into 303. There was a security pad on this door
that could only be opened by the IT vendor and Cole. He went
inside, down the stairs and slipped into the server room. He
plugged RNDL into the server and left the room pulling the door
behind him. The door from the alley only opened inward right now.
The keypad on the inside was due to be installed in the next few
days but this way, it limited any covert entry and egress,
including his. He was about to ascend to the first-floor lobby so
he could exit the building when he heard a door above him open into
the stairwell. He heard Mason’s voice, along with a few others. He
stopped on the landing and ducked back down under the
steps.

Damn!
He pulled out his phone and checked her schedule.
It just said OOO for the rest of the day. DAMN! He never thought to ask what
she was going to be doing. Fuck, this is
bad. He listened carefully. She was going
up to a higher floor. He waited to hear the stairwell door close
and looked up to confirm he was now alone then headed up to the
first floor. He emerged onto the first floor, carefully closing the
stairwell door. He cursed the fact that there was no noise
mitigation technology installed yet. He only had one way out and
that was through the front door. He shuddered now as he analysed
his predicament. Opening the front door was going to send a
security beep to the speakers in the reception areas on each floor.
He didn’t have a choice that wasn’t going to set off security
alarms so he just had to hope she wouldn’t look out the front
windows because he wasn’t going to be able to avoid being seen from
there, at least not for a few seconds. Running will only attract attention. He stood by the front door and looked out to the sidewalk. He
saw a small group of people passing by and made his break. He heard
the beep echo through the building from the first-floor
reception. FUCK that was loud!
He quickly slipped in among the small group just
as they dispersed at the crosswalk. He turned the corner and
stepped into a shop, pulling his phone out to call an
Uber.

On the ride back
to his hotel he mentally ran the scenario over and over
again. How long was I visible? Could she
have made it to the window to see me? Would she even have checked?
Would she have recognized me? He finally
shut that processing down and just resigned himself to taking
accountability if she confronted him.


CHAPTER
8

He made it back to
his room around 1600 and freshened up. He was looking forward to
seeing Mason and had ordered Indian food for their dinner. There
was a knock at the door at 1630. He checked the door. It was Mason.
If he didn’t calm down, she was going to sense his nerves. He
paused, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

“Hi!” she said,
breathless. He took another deep breath. She looked beautiful. She
was smiling, her hair was still pinned up, that pencil skirt was
still...He looked into her eyes and smiled, all of his anxiety
melting away. He wondered if he’d ever not be happy to see her. She
walked in and put her purse and briefcase next to the table,
slipped off her heels, and walked over to him. He noticed she
hadn’t brought a bag. Maybe she changed
her mind about staying, He let it go but it
made him feel a little sad. “Hello, darling,” he tried to keep his
voice light. He took her hand and kissed her lightly on the
forehead as she hugged him.

She’d already
grown accustomed to him doing this one extremely sweet gesture when
they would meet. It made her feel safe and cared for. “It’s so good
to see you again,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to this all
day.”

“Me too. I trust
you’ve had a good day,” he said, trying like hell not to show his
disappointment that she wouldn’t be staying with him.

She paused and
looked into his eyes for a minute. Without saying anything, she
went to the door and stepped into the hall. “Oh my god!” She shook
her head as she came back, rolling her eyes and her suitcase. “I
swear, I was so anxious to see you, I just left my bag in the hall.
Fucking hell!” she laughed.

He nearly dropped
to his knees as he closed the door behind her. If she only knew...He could barely
contain his excitement. If he had a tail, he knew it would be
wagging furiously.

Dinner arrived and
as they were sitting down to eat, Cole noticed Mason was looking at
him hard. “What is it, m’love?” He smiled at her. Her eyes were
bright and beautiful as usual, but something was slightly
off.

She looked at him
a moment more. “How was your day?” she asked, never breaking his
gaze.

He looked more
carefully into her eyes. He could see she’d already been processing
something. “It was fine. Got a lot done. How was your day,
darling?” He tried to seem nonchalant, but he wasn’t sure this was
a good redirection.

“It was good. I
was over at 303 this afternoon. One of the finance officers wanted
to tour the building,” she said carefully.

“Really. How’s
that coming?” He was staring into his takeout to avoid her eye
contact. It was getting uncomfortable, and he was beginning to
suspect the jig was up.

“Well, all the
little niceties are getting finished pretty fast, bathroom tiles,
break rooms, fixtures. The stuff with the smart network is still a
little hit or miss.” She paused and looked at him, but he wasn’t
looking up. “The elevators weren’t on today. I thought they were
supposed to be, but they were down.”

Cole looked up
sharply. He stopped thinking about why she was staring at
him. Why wouldn’t the elevators be
working? Those systems had been tested and
running for weeks and they shouldn’t be down unless it’s an
emergency.

“Yeah, so I had to
take the stairs,” she continued, glancing at him. “And of course, I
wore heels that were just a little high today,” she laughed
lightly. She looked at him closely. “You’re doing it
again.”

He snapped out of
his thoughts. “I’m sorry,” he said, “Doing what again?”

“You’re thinking.
Processing. What’s going on?” she asked.

He looked at her.
He could not get a read. “Elevators down. Weird. Seems like they
would always be up. Maybe it was an electrical issue.”

“Maybe. That might
be on a separate grid. Lights were on…and the security chimes were
on.” She cocked her head slightly and looked at him
intently.

There was her
tell. She knew. This wasn’t going to be easy. He took a slow blink,
a deep breath and looked up at her. “What is it, love? Did you want
to ask me something or tell me about something? Did something
happen today? I feel like there’s something else on your mind,” he
said, looking back down into his takeout container. Her eye contact
was uncomfortable. The tension with her was killing him and he was
ready to give up the secrecy if it meant that he could get
information at this point.

“You were at 303
today, weren’t you?” she asked.

“What would make
you say that?” he responded flatly, looking at her from under his
brow.

She took a breath
and pulled on her water. She sat back and crossed her arms. “When I
was on the second floor, I was showing the client the layout of the
room and the incredible views from the window. From the north side
of the room, you can see right up to Times Square. It’s fucking
spectacular. I was telling him that it’s a terrific view if you
don’t occlude it with cubicles. That saves money and improves the
value of the working space. All of a sudden, the bell went off that
tells Reception when the front door gets triggered.” She stopped
and waited for his response.

He wasn’t going to
say anything. If she guessed it, he’d come clean, but he decided he
wouldn’t volunteer the information. He sat back, crossing his arms,
and looked her in the eye with a dead stare. It was a powerful mix
of emotion and tension that was quite palpable. “Did it, now,” he
said calmly.

She squinted at
him slightly. With everything in her, she knew it was Cole she saw
leaving the building. Why doesn’t he just
say it? For fucks sake, he’s still wearing the same shirt!
“Yeah. It did.”

His eyes were
flat, his expression, stone. She cocks
that brow like a got damn weapon. He knew
it was all but over.

“Since we were
supposed to be the only people in the building, and I was already
standing at the North window, I looked down to see who might be
coming in.” She paused. “Instead, I saw someone leaving the
building.” She wanted to give him one more chance to
spill.

He swallowed hard
but never broke her stare. He wasn’t going to reveal himself if she
didn’t really get a good look. “Fascinating. Then?”

“I thought I might
be imagining things,” she said as she got up and walked over to
him. She bent down slightly. He slowly looked up at her, staying
with her gaze. “Someone who looked a lot like you, same curly
hair,” she said, lightly running her nails through his curls. He
resisted closing his eyes at the delicious sensation. His breath
was quickening, and he couldn’t stop it.

“Same strong
shoulders,” She ran her nails lightly down across his chest. He
blinked slowly. Her touch was like fire and his heart was pounding.
He knew she’d figured it out.

“Same shirt,
same...”

He quickly grabbed
her wrist when she reached for his belt. “Fuck,” he muttered as he
stood up and walked behind her.

“It
was you,” she said. She
didn’t get angry, but she wasn’t happy. “Cole, goddammit,” she
said. “You had to
know. The night we met you had
to know this is what you were here to work on.
It’s the only building of its kind in New York right
now.”

He turned and
faced her and paused. “I didn’t know right away,” he said,
frustrated that he had to explain himself, angry that he now looked
like he couldn’t be trusted. Above everything else, he wanted her
to trust him. “I swear I didn’t know you. Because of what I do, I’m
not known to anyone involved in my projects. They are not known to
me either and they are not supposed to ever be known to me. They
are only known to my company. This is why I am supposed to stay in
my room. Every time I go out it’s a calculated risk.” He stopped. A
shocked look was crossing her face. She was figuring everything out
faster than he would have liked.

“That’s why you
didn’t mind staying with me, why you made it ok for me to stay in
your room,” she said incredulously. “In for a penny, in for a
pound, I suppose,” she said, her anger rising.

“Mason,” he
interrupted, trying to be calm, “I promise you, I didn’t put it all
together until we were in the car, and you were telling me about
the dinner.” He ran a nervous hand through his hair. “I wasn’t
going to leave you, obviously.” She stood still, staring back at
him, waiting patiently. He went on, “Do you even remember how we
met, what was it, literally days ago? Tell me your memory is better
than that.” He didn’t want to get defensive but he sure as hell
felt it. “What were the fucking chances that one person from a
ten-employee firm would walk into a SOHO pub, end up in an
unpleasant situation that I just happened to witness? Let alone
share a meal, buy a suit together, and then run headlong into the
project I’m here for.” He was getting frustrated, and she still had
a suspicious look on her face. “For fucks sake,
Mason...astronomical.” He took a few steps toward her. “And yes, at
that point, when I realised just what I’d walked into, it didn’t
matter if we continued to spend time together. I
wanted to spend time with
you and keep in mind, I had nothing to gain and a lot to lose by
doing so.” She crossed her arms as he approached her.
Off limits. He took a
deep breath and tried to gather his thoughts. He desperately wanted
her to trust him and right now he felt like her faith was hanging
in the balance. He wanted her to understand his position, but he
still had reservations about telling her about his job. “I couldn’t
tell you. I truly hoped that this would go off easily, I’d fly back
to London, quickly debrief and be back here by now. The job would
be over, and you’d be none the wiser. I want you to know I have
done everything on my side to make this project work. The IT
company slipped a little but they’re on the right page now,” he
paused. How much should I tell her?
He didn’t want to put her in danger.

“Wait,” she said,
“so you’re not working with
the IT company? What did I miss?”

“No, Mason, I
don’t,” he said, “As I said, I’m a contractor. They contracted me.”
He hesitated. He knew how dangerous this shit could get and he was
in a battle between his discretion and his honour.

She sat down on
the couch. Her head was spinning. “Cole,” she was tired of all this
ambiguity. “Just tell me how you’re involved and why you couldn’t
tell me from the beginning because right now, it sounds like you
were never going to tell me.”

“I wasn’t,” he
said plainly. He saw her stung expression, sighed, and sat down
next to her. He put his hand in hers and she turned to face
him.

“Do you remember
what you said when we were at your apartment for the weekend? The
thing you’d figured out about my job?”

The light went on.
“That it could make you a target?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied,
steadily. “Yes, it can. I don’t want you to be a target as
well.”

“Cole, I can take
care of myself,” she countered.

“I know that, but
I don’t want you to be in harm’s way because of me.”

Her blood ran
cold. She felt a tear come to her eye that she couldn’t hold back.
She was afraid she’d just walked into good-bye.

He saw her eyes go
moist and he looked at her confused. “Hey…What’s wrong, m’love?” he
asked softly, reaching up and unclipping her hair. He removed the
pins from the nape of her neck and watched as her hair fell around
her. He couldn’t even reason why he needed to do it, but he felt
like taking her hair down might help her relax a bit. She already
seemed emotionally on edge, and he didn’t want this to
escalate.

“What do you mean,
‘not because of you’?” she asked, her voice catching on a small
sob.

He looked into her
eyes, slightly puzzled. “I just mean that I don’t want to do
anything that would put you in harm’s way.”

His voice was
calming her right now and she slowly ran her fingers through her
hair to untwist it. “Sooo, you’re staying...with me?” she said, her
eyes shining.

Cole took a beat.
He ran his words back in his head and suddenly realized how they
must have sounded.

“Oh, darling, of
course,” he smiled at her. “I’m so sorry. I can be a bit thick. Let
me try again.” He stopped for a moment and looked into her eyes,
the tears fading away, her eyes turned a light grey when she cried
and seeing it happen ran through him like a wildfire. “Let me put
this another way. I want to tell you what I do. I want to explain
why I’m involved in this project and how but at the same time, I
don’t want the dangers I face to be the dangers you face. Does that
make sense?”

Mason wasn’t sure
how to answer. Yes, it made sense, but she still wanted to know
what was going on. Why do I need to
know? She thought about it, and it was for
a very selfish reason. At the same time, had her firm hired Cole
and not the IT group, she would have been privy to his role in
this, even if she wouldn’t have ever met him. She was going to run
that gambit.

“Cole, we could
have just as easily hired you to work with the IT team, in which
case, I’d know all about your role anyway. I am asking for selfish
reasons but my not knowing could also land me in trouble if I don’t
know what I’m looking out for.”

He couldn’t argue
that she had a couple of good points. His biggest problem was he
was tired, unnerved, and unsure he was making the right decision.
He closed his eyes and thought carefully about it. He at least had
to advise her as his agency would have had she hired
him.

“If your firm had
hired me,” he said, still looking down, “we would never have met.
You would only know me by a code name. For this job, it’s
Shadow660, just in case you hear it, that’s me.” He looked up into
her eyes. Her jaw dropped.

“Um, this sounds
like some real James Bond shit, Cole,” she said.

“Mason, I’m going
to go over what my company would have told you if your firm had
hired me. I think that’s the safest thing to do for both of us. You
do have to be careful with this information. You’ll see in a minute
why it’s a bad idea, and it was from the start, that you and I met,
let alone became involved.” He wasn’t going to sugar coat anything
and right now he just hoped he’d remember everything he needed to
tell her.

“Cole, give me a
minute,” she said. She felt a little nervous and wanted to take a
moment to breathe. She needed to decide if he should go on or if
she really didn’t want to know. She looked into his eyes. “Ok, just
go on. I’ll have to ask questions along the way.” Mason pulled her
legs under her and got comfortable on the couch.

Cole took a deep
breath. “I’m what my profession calls an ethical hacker. Sometimes
we’re referred to as a white hat.” He paused for a moment. “Most
people think hackers are criminals but there’s actually some that
use their skills for good purposes. In this case, I test systems
and networks, trying to penetrate them and then help whoever’s
hired me to fix the problem, in as much as they’ve contracted me
to. What I do is called penetesting in the industry.” She looked
thoughtful for a moment and then he saw a light go on.

“Ok, it makes
sense that an IT company would hire you. We could have but it’s
more in their wheelhouse, right?” she asked, trying to understand
his role.

“Exactly,” he
confirmed, “but they could have involved you as well. It’s not
uncommon except in really big projects, like this one. In a project
this large, there are so many moving parts, it’s better to have
each entity concentrate on their individual role and coordinate on
a need-to-know basis.”

“Absolutely. So,
if you’re just doing this testing for different contractors,” she
began, “why would you be in any danger? You’re the good guys,
right?”

He thought for a
minute. He wanted to be concise but fully understood without
frightening her.

“We are using the
same skills for good purposes. Not all of us stay good. Not all of
us are good 100% of the time and we do occasionally encounter the
bad ones.” He looked at her for a cue to continue.

She looked away
for a moment to think. “What do you mean not good 100% of the
time?”

“Just like any
other profession, some aren’t good employees, right?” he
asked.

“Sure, there’s
people who lie on resumes, fuck off on the clock, sure,” she
agreed.

“Well, in this
profession, people switch sides or work both sides because there’s
a lot of money to be made and people who know too much because they
worked closely with someone sometimes go missing...or worse.” He
stopped. She’d thoughtfully been looking down at her lap. He lifted
her chin with his hand and looked into her eyes. He knew that from
this point, he had to make sure she was protected. Even if they
never worked out a relationship, he was always going to feel
responsible for her. She looked into his eyes, and he could see she
was figuring this out. “Ok, I get it. So, if you’re the good guy,
who’s the bad guy?” she asked carefully.

Cole took a deep
breath. “They are called crackers or black hats. They get paid to
access networks to steal data usually or hold the data or the
network hostage for money like ransom attacks.”

She sat quiet for
a minute. None of this made sense to her in this scenario. There
was only one network right now at 303 and that was the smart
network. The data attached to it is
readily available and not sensitive so what would a cracker
want? She looked up into Cole’s eyes and
took a guess. “Who did you find on our network?”

Cole flinched
slightly. This was a bold question with a lot of
assumptions. How was she usually right
with this shit?

“I don’t know,” he
said softly, “I know they are based here in New York, at least
that’s where they’re coming in from.” He wasn’t sure how much more
he should tell her.

“There’s no data
on the smart network that anyone would want or couldn’t get freely
and legally,” she said. She paused and looked away for a minute.
“So why would anyone be interested in this?”

Cole closed his
eyes for a minute. This was deeper than he wanted to go but he’d
started to consider that she had a significant stake in this
project and at any rate, she might have more information that she
wasn’t thinking of before.

“You’re right.
Crackers usually want data. My thought is that this would be a
ransom target.”

“How?” Mason
asked.

“I see it this
way,” Cole said, “the smart network controls the entire
environment. It controls the locks, the water, the heat, all of the
basic needs of the people inside the building. My concern for the
control of this network by a cracker has always been that anyone so
inclined could take hostages in this building from anywhere in the
world.”

Mason gave that
some thought. “If I may play devil’s advocate, there are supposed
to be redundant physical overrides for every system that the smart
server controls. Even the elevators return to the first floor and
open the doors when anything interrupts the server or the routines.
Not much hostage potential.”

Cole stopped. She
caught on quickly and she also had excellent points. He was still
processing what she had just said when…

“I mean, all that
network does is run little pieces of software,” she continued.
“It’s not even really that much data. It’s just sending
commands.”

Cole looked into
her eyes, but he was thinking hard. He needed a better look at that
network. He turned and opened his laptop. He’d finished his VPN and
surely Randall had something to log by now.

“Cole? You ok?”
she asked.

“Yes, darling,” he
replied. “I need to check some things.” He stopped and looked up at
her. He smiled, “Well done, Watson,” he chuckled.

“Um...No ma’am,”
she looked at him, “You’re Watson,” she said playfully.

“Not possible,” he
said, logging into his laptop. “Sherlock has to be British,” he
giggled.

She laughed and
got up to clear the takeout. “Hey Cole,” she said, “If anyone could
be the bad guy, why do the job? Why risk it?” she asked.

“Long story,
m’love,” he said as he started pulling the logs from
Randall.

“Ok, but...I got
time,” she said, wiping down the table.

He looked up and
the fleeting thought of how good she looked in that pencil skirt
bent over the...he shook his head. Focus. He started the download from
Randall and started poking around the server specs. Mason was
right. These servers weren’t doing much or moving much but they
were well overpowered. He considered that was the nature of the
industry. Most servers were larger than necessary for small
networks because smaller machines with less capacity weren’t
available anymore. It’s easier to just purchase the latest tech. At
any road, it allows for expansion but for this building, a
relatively small one, this server configuration was definitely more
than necessary. The number of servers combined with network
capacity just seemed excessive. Cole couldn’t decide if that was
significant, but he noted it for future reference. The logs from
Randall were ready and as Cole started to review them, he thought
about something Mason had said.

“Mason,” he said,
looking up at her, “what else do you know about the physical
redundancies for the smart network?” He was beginning to think he’d
either overlooked or forgotten something.

Mason was leaning
on the counter, drinking some coffee, scrolling through her phone.
She looked up at him and paused.

“All that we were
told by the IT firm was that the building has a neutral state to
which it will return if the network is ever suddenly taken offline
and then they gave us a list of things that happen in that case,”
she answered carefully.

Dammit. He did miss something. He
quickly pulled up the documentation from the IT firm and there it
was. “If the network function is interrupted or taken offline at an
unscheduled time, the managed resources return to a neutral state.
The elevators return to floor one and the doors are opened. The
emergency backup lights come on. The reception bell emits three
quick chimes. The outer doors are unlocked.”

Cole opened the
logs from Randall that he had just downloaded. He remembered over
the past few days the odd occurrences happening in just one or two
systems. He remembered the elevators being down the day that Mason
was in the building. He remembered the doors not being able to be
locked the day before. These events seemed unrelated and certainly
did not indicate the building returning to its neutral state. He
had some questions for the IT team. He pulled up his
Email.

Team:

Please research
the possibilities of only one system returning to neutral state in
303. Advise at your earliest convenience, Shadow660.

“Cole, Is
everything okay?” Mason asked.

“If I’m being
honest, I think you’ve cracked the case.” He looked up at her and
smiled. “I’m still not exactly sure why using this network would
benefit a cracker. I need some time to think on it so I’m signing
off for the evening.”

She laughed. “So
glad I could be of service.” She held his gaze for a few moments.
she hadn’t often stopped to consider how beautiful his eyes were,
how comforting his smile was, and how calming his voice was. “I
feel very relaxed when I’m around you,” she said.

He laughed. “I
don’t know how but I feel the same around you. As I said before,
you feel remarkably familiar to me. You are like a refreshing rain
shower on a sweltering day. You are very much needed, and you are
becoming quite necessary for my happiness.” He wondered if possibly
he had said too much because she looked surprised at his
words.

Mason didn’t know
what to say. She had never felt necessary or needed by anyone
before so she made sure she didn’t need anyone either, but she was
carefully considering that she might start needing him. She walked
over to where he was sitting and gently took his hands as he stood
up. She put her arms around his shoulders and as he slipped his
hands around her waist, she hugged him close to her. She softly
laid her head on his chest, and she could feel his heart beating.
She pulled back and looked up into his eyes, her lips trembling
slightly. She bit her bottom lip in a futile attempt to stop it. He
felt the same strong urge many times to lean in and kiss her
softly. His lips trembled too but he just couldn’t overcome the
feeling that the time was not yet right.

“Mason,” he said,
his voice catching in his throat as he brought his finger to her
lips and caressed them. “I feel this energy and I know you do too.
It’s not gone unnoticed. Can you be patient with me?”

She smiled at him
and gently laughed. “Of course, I can. I’m sorry. It’s just that
sometimes when I’m close to you, I can’t help what I feel and how
my body reacts,” she said, “You know I would never push anything,
though. Honestly, I’m simply happy to be here with you.”

The closeness of
her was beginning to get to him but the deep hurt that he’d
previously endured still got to him too. He didn’t want to jump too
soon and hurt this budding relationship by bringing those old,
stagnant memories into it. What he had started with Mason was
already too precious to him to risk.

“I am so
incredibly happy when you’re here with me. How about we put your
things away?” He smiled that wide smile that made his eyes crinkle
at the corners. It made her smile too.

“Yep, let’s go do
that.”

Cole was busy
hanging her suits in the closet while she found a spot for her bath
and body products. The work desk was now her makeup area, but he
didn’t care. He wasn’t using it and having her makeup on it was far
preferable to having it littered with computer parts. He supposed
that in her line of work, she had to look tremendously successful
to be trusted and his wardrobe of K-pop suits and jeans paled in
comparison to hers. He stopped a moment to look at the beautiful
finery that was her work clothing. Was there no designer
off-limits? When he finished, he considered that the closet
represented the goal. Taking these two separate lives and making
one out of them, not losing their identities but complimenting each
other. It was a journey that at once thrilled and terrified
him.

Mason was trying
to find a spot for her hair and skin care, but it wasn’t easy in
the small bathroom. To be fair, her hair products alone needed
their own vanity. She thought it was kind of fun, finding a place
for her things among his and she felt like it was a metaphor for
what she hoped would happen to their relationship. Her mind drifted
back to the puzzle at her apartment. She was eager to find out if
and how the pieces of her life would fit with his.

Once they had
things put away, Mason made a pot of coffee. She poured two cups
and brought one to Cole who was sitting on the couch. He was
sifting through more logs from Randall.

“Thank you,
m’love,” he said as he took the cup from her.

“You’re welcome,
Honey.” He still felt a little jolt and smiled when she called him
that. She sat down next to him and scrolled through her
phone.

“What are you
doing on your phone?” he asked. “I’m not being nosy, it’s just I’m
usually just fucking off gaming, maybe texting Shaun, but I don’t
really have much time for it. Just wondering what you’re
doing.”

“Shaun?” she
asked

“Shaun is my best
friend. He saved me when I tried to...he found me on the floor of
my bathroom. He’s the one who took me to hospital, cleaned
Alessia’s things out of my flat, and he’s never left me,” Cole
said, carefully. It was still somewhat of a gut punch to him
sometimes to think that Shaun may have been the one to find his
body. Shaun meant a great deal to him, and he was an enduring
shelter of companionship Cole ran to when he got a little too
lonely.

Mason dabbed her
eyes. She could usually keep her emotions in check and guarded but
however she normally did that, it wasn’t working at all with Cole.
“Sorry,” she said. “Well, then I must speak with this Shaun one day
and thank him because I’m very happy you’re here with me...and I
think that because he loved you so much then, I have the chance to
love you now.”

He flinched. Her
words were incredibly loaded and touching. He smiled and caressed
her cheek. “I’ll see to it,” he said.

“To answer your
question, I might be texting Lacey but usually, I’m answering
emails or looking at properties coming available, really just work.
I try not to do much else on my phone because it always reminds me
of work, and I know I need to disconnect. That said, when I’m with
someone, engaged in an activity, dinner, club, movie, whatever, I
silence it. I’ve learned the importance of being present and I
don’t wanna miss a thing.” She grinned at him.

“Aerosmith. Oh,
come on, give me something hard,” he said.

“That’s what she
said,” Mason giggled.

He laughed, “You
did say the British Office, didn’t you?”

“Oh, and music. I
listen to music a lot on my phone,” she said

“You seem to know
a lot of different music. What’s your favorite genre?” he
asked.

“What’s yours?”
she countered.

He thought about
it for a minute. He hadn’t listened to music much since Alessia
left. Most of it hurt too much still. “I make playlists with lots
of different things. I like American country, though. When Alessia
left, it got me through a lot. I listened to some of the saddest
music and cried through it, but it was also somewhat cathartic, and
I still like listening to it. I like rock and some metal. I dunno.
I guess I just listen to what I like.”

“Me too, I just
kinda find something I like and throw it on a playlist. I like
eighties music as a whole. George Michael, though. Losing him was
too sad. I really love his music,” she said.

He looked at her
thoughtfully. She was a bit of an old soul, but she was also a
progressive solutions person who thought creatively, and he was
enjoying both sides of her.

“It was,” he said,
looking back at his laptop. “I enjoyed his music too. My favorite
song of his was Father Figure. I always wanted someone I could
protect, who really wanted that kind of profoundly deep caring and
love that I think I’m capable of. I just want to be...enough for
someone, maybe more so...” He stopped. He heard that distinct sound
she made when she was holding back tears, an odd breath that she
tried to suppress. He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I’m
sorry, Mason. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He cupped her
cheek.

“You didn’t
really. I can be a little sensitive when I feel strongly for
someone. May I tell you something about what I get from you?” she
asked, wiping her eyes.

“Of course,” he
replied. He was slightly afraid of what she might say but he
couldn’t resist hearing her heart. He turned toward her.

“You measure what
you’re capable of by someone else’s assessment of you, so you
aren’t sure if your love for someone is adequate because you
measure it by their standard.” She stopped for a moment and turned
to face him. “Are you ok if I continue? I want to make a suggestion
but if you don’t want to hear it, it’s fine.”

His brows went up.
Interesting that she was that deeply concerned with his permission
for this conversation. She never seemed to want to broach
emotionally charged topics without his agreement and that was
incredibly respectable to him. “Darling, I’m fine. I’m your
student,” he said, smiling. “I’m always open to you.”

“I really want you
to accept the love and caring that you give as one hundred percent
of what you can give. It’s always enough. If someone else doesn’t
accept it as enough for them, there is literally nothing you can do
but move on. Think of it this way, even though you can’t fill a
gallon jug from a quart jar, it doesn’t mean that what’s in the
quart jar isn’t worth anything or is worth less than a full
quart.”

As he contemplated
this advice, a tear slipped down his cheek. Sometimes he wished she
weren’t quite as adept at speaking so directly to his demons. As
she cupped his cheek, he put his hand over hers and closed his
eyes. She was at once his muse and his clarity of mind. She leaned
in and kissed his forehead, the simple gesture that had become
their bond. He looked into her eyes. “Thank you, m’love. I really
needed to hear that. More than that, I suppose I need to learn it.”
He smiled at her and turned back to his logs.

He wasn’t finding
any pattern, anything unusual and he was getting frustrated with
having to make a tough choice as to what to do next. Doing nothing
wasn’t an option and the next step was going live for which he
wasn’t sure the system was ready. Still, the vulnerabilities may
increase if he left the system at status quo with no obvious way to
know how to mitigate them without a live test. He decided to open
up the network to its “go live” state to see what would happen when
the routines started to run in the morning.

“Hey, Cole, do you
mind if I get out of these clothes?” she said, getting up and
walking towards the bedroom.

“Are you going to
put other clothes on?” he asked, salaciously, in a low
growl.

She spoke without
looking back at him. “You’re a damn tease...and that’s strike one,”
she laughed.

He raised his
eyebrows, “Yeah? What happens at strike three?”

She stopped and
unbuttoned a few buttons on her blouse and turned halfway round
toward him so he could just see inside.

“You might get to
make a wish.” She winked and headed into the bedroom.

Well, old chap,
you asked for it. He hadn’t expected that,
and he definitely didn’t expect to feel so much arousal from it.
He’d become incredibly good over the years of suppressing his
feelings of attraction but none of that seemed to be working with
Mason and there were dozens of conflicting thoughts rolling around
in his mind right now. He wanted her but he knew he wasn’t ready.
He didn’t want to hurt her by teasing her. He was afraid she might
misunderstand and feel used but GOD, she
feels so right. She felt like someone he
could melt with, someone he could look after who’d maybe not run
when he finally showed her all of him, the quirky, the quiet, the
dominator, the beggar. He was beginning to think she might just be
the one to accept him completely and still love him.

Mason showered in
the small bathroom. Washing and conditioning her hair was a
time-consuming labor of love due to its length. She had a minute to
think while she was working on it. He knew she wanted him, and it
would be easy to fall into a lot of flirting and teasing staying
together here. This was almost a mini trial run for living
together. She resolved to maintain some distance with the teasing.
For whatever reason, he wasn’t ready, and she didn’t want to cross
his boundaries. It would just push him away. Even if he went too
far, she felt like she could be strong enough to right the ship and
she believed he’d actually appreciate it. She liked the idea of
having someone she could help, support, nurture, and truly share
her life with. She liked having someone to care for and though they
hadn’t known each other long, she felt like they knew each other
well.

Cole was finishing
the settings for opening up the network. He’d just signed off when
Mason emerged from the bedroom with a duvet and her hair tied up,
in her tee shirt and boy shorts.

“So...am I to
assume this is your normal sleeping attire? It’s very cute,” he
smiled playfully.

“Nope,” she said.
“It’s not.” She sat down on the couch, wrapped up in the duvet, and
pulled out her phone. “Did you get everything done?” she asked him
wide-eyed.

His breath caught
slightly, and he hoped that would always happen when he looked into
her eyes. It was becoming a welcome habit. “It’s not what? Cute or
normal?” he asked.

She stopped and
tipped her head to the side. “To clarify,” she said slowly, “I
don’t normally sleep in this.” She winked and smiled. “You
asked.”

“So noted,” He
grinned. “I don’t have everything done. I don’t have much to go on,
but I now have a baseline of sorts. The network was out of sight
today so only regular activity is being logged. I’m opening it up
to function live tomorrow, so I’ll get more information
then.”

“This gets a
little boring sometimes, doesn’t it?” she asked

“Yeah, it does,”
he explained. “It’s not the Hollywood hype people are led to
believe. Honestly, most of the jobs that I do go off without a
hitch. Probably ninety percent have no problems as long as the IT
company listens to what we say and secures their network from the
beginning. I normally go in; I do my testing and then I turn it
over to my team to do any other security and best practices
training.”

Mason thought for
a minute. He saw her processing and mentally braced for what was
coming.

“So, then what
went wrong here?” she asked. “Why didn’t this installation just
pass immediately and how do we get that done?”

Cole took a deep
breath. “Do you remember when I said I was going to tell you why we
should never have met?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, this is the
reason,” he continued. “The reason that I should never meet anybody
involved or invested in the project is so that they cannot
influence me to pass a network that is unsafe. This creates a
liability not only for them in the long run but also for my
company. Just like with any other industry, if I don’t do my job
correctly, a lot of damage could be done, and my company could be
sued for something like negligence or malpractice.”

Mason paused to
think. She thought back over the last few days, how they met.
Through complete and utter serendipity, they’d now entered into a
slightly dangerous liaison because...of course they did. It was
Murphy’s Law alive and well in her life. “I see, but as far as
we’re concerned, what’s done is done. As long as I don’t pressure
you to pass this network, things should be fine, right?” She felt
like she was suddenly walking on eggshells.

“You’re absolutely
correct. Just so that we’re clear between each other, I would never
pass a system that wasn’t safe no matter how much I was pressured.”
He smiled to ease the tension. “Or how blue your eyes are or how
much I get lost in them.” He giggled.

She laughed.
“You’re too much. Cole, if I can help, please let me. I can get
information for you, whatever you need.”

His brows went up.
“So...you want to be my Octopussy?” he chuckled.

“Oh James!” she
giggled. “Tell me, why do the job at all if it’s dangerous? My
guess is this is why you’re constantly casing a room. This is why
you wear weapons. So, why do this job?”

Cole took a deep
breath. “To start, it pays extremely well, especially if you’re
good and I am,” he said, matter of factly. “I don’t worry about
money at all. My paramount concern is always being safe. When I was
in school, studying for this career, I found out I have some weird
gift. Maybe it’s because of the way I think, maybe it’s the exact
quirkiness that Alessia used to find so annoying but the way I
think seems to be good for predicting attacks. It seems to be good
for figuring out why something might be a target or how some good
thing could be used for bad purposes. That said, when I started, I
never wanted to work on a team for too long and in my current
position, I only work alone. The reason that arrangement suits me
is what I mentioned before. I don’t want to know anyone in this
profession for long or very well.”

Mason suddenly had
a lot to consider. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be with someone
she constantly worried about, but she also heavily relied on her
innate sensitivity, and she truly felt Cole could take care of
himself and her if necessary. She was probably more worried about
this sale falling through than the possibility of becoming some
target, but she didn’t want to think about it anymore tonight. “I’m
kinda tired, Cole. It’s getting late,” she said.

“Let’s get you to
bed, my sweet little thing,” he said gently. He took her hand and
walked her to the bed. “Lay down, darling. I need a shower and I’ll
be right back.” He looked at his watch. 2100. He could get a decent
amount of sleep before he had to report in. He looked forward to
cuddling with her. It seemed like in those moments, all his
confusion faded, and he could think more clearly.

Mason woke up and
once again Cole was up. 0330. She wanted to turn over and just go
back to sleep but something was making her restless. The room felt
hot. She wandered out into the living room. Cole was on his laptop
again. “Hey, there sleepyhead.” He smiled up at her.

“Hey, is this 3AM
thing regular?” she asked.

“Unfortunately,
yes, as long as I’m in the States, it is, but to be honest, I don’t
sleep much at home either. I’m sorry if I’m keeping you up.
Everything is fine. I’m really only making a report and then I’m
coming back to bed,” he said.

Looking at him,
she could see his appearance belied his words. “Are you ok?” she
asked.

He wasn’t. He had
two network messages again from the random Google names again and
he had to reset the admin password several times. This didn’t bode
well for the “go live”, set to happen in a few hours. The crackers
were using some pretty sophisticated pass breaking wares and he was
nervous. He felt like he needed to know why they wanted access
before he could effectively shore up the network and at this point,
he was reporting to his office and the FBI. He didn’t want to worry
her with all that. He looked up at her. Why is she out here? “What’s wrong,
m’love?”

“I feel...uneasy.
Just making sure you’re ok,” she said.

“Everything is
good. Give me one minute,” he said. He finished his report and
closed his laptop. “Let’s go back to bed.” He stood up and walked
over to her. He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. She
thought she’d never tire of that, and she relaxed into him. He
wrapped his arms around her and held her close. “Come on. Back to
bed. Be my good girl,” he said. He stripped off his tee shirt. It
was unusually hot in the room. She snuggled up behind him and put
her arms around his waist. Feeling his skin like this was
intoxicating and relaxing at the same time. He no sooner felt her
arms around him, and he felt incredibly relaxed and sleepy. He
wondered if he would always feel this good under her
touch.


CHAPTER
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He woke up at 1000
and walked out to the kitchen to find she’d left a note on the
counter.

“I hope you slept
well. Lots to think about. Keep me posted on progress. I’ll work
this side.”

The note seemed a
bit cryptic to him and he decided to call her. He checked her
schedule and it showed free.

“This is
Mason.”

“Hello, darling,”
he said calmly. “How are you feeling?” He felt nervous. Something
in her voice didn’t sound right.

“Hi, Cole,” she
said. “I’m good.” I’m feeling overwhelmed
and unsure. She’d had a chance to think
about the things they’d discussed. It all seemed like a lot to
handle right now, and she wished she’d never pressed him about
it. In the end maybe I was better off not
knowing, not knowing this, maybe not knowing Cole.
The very thought of leaving him hurt her deeply,
though and she had to push it away for now. “Do you have any news
for me?”

Cole closed his
eyes for a moment. He felt sick. He felt her distance and he just
wasn’t up for getting mind fucked. He knew that she hadn’t fully
processed the things they’d talked about, and he wouldn’t blame her
if she didn’t want any part of him…then again, she hadn’t exactly
packed her things. It was truly comforting to him to see her makeup
strewn across his desk when he woke this morning. He swallowed hard
and replied evenly, “I don’t have anything right now. Everything
seems to have gone off ok this morning.” His laptop beeped and he
glanced at the message. Fuck.
He spoke too soon. “Mason, I have to check
something, but can you please do me two favors. Don’t go back over
to 303 until I’ve got things secured. If someone has to go, have
Jay go instead. I’m just trying to be abundantly cautious. The
second, can you please come home for lunch? I mean to my room.” He
laughed lightly.

Home?
“Yes, Honey. What do you want for
lunch?”

He felt an intense
relief hearing her say that. “Nothing. I just need to see you,” he
said.

“I’m not too
hungry either,” she said. “I’ll be there around 1.”

“Great. Bye,
m’love.” He hung up before he could possibly hear her hesitate or
change her mind.

He checked his
laptop. There was a failure in the building’s heating system. Heat
failed to come up at 0900. Here was the pattern he hadn’t
recognized before. He texted the IT group.






-This is
Shadow660. Any idea if systems can reset to neutral independently?
–






-We got your
email and checked into it.

They shouldn’t.
they should function as one,

even though
controls are on different servers.-






-So your
configuration is supposed to trigger all resources to return to
neutral if one is interrupted?-






-Affirmative but
it looks like that configuration is failing.-






-Thank you. I’ll
have a look at that.-






He was still
digging through the server configurations when Mason knocked. He
opened the door and she looked up at him, her eyes distant, her
expression troubled. He could tell she’d been stressed.

“Darling, it’s so
good to see you.” He ushered her inside. She was wearing a more
casual dress today, V-neck, full skirt, and oddly, no hose. She put
her purse on the table and he walked up to her to hug her. She
hugged him back, but it felt very stiff.

She pulled away
from him and sat down at the table, putting her head in her hands.
He sat down facing her. He understood her body language. She was
hinting that something was wrong instead of being direct and he was
having none of it.

“Mason, I’m not
keen on playing games. I’ve said before, I want open, honest
communication with you,” Cole began, firmly. “I know something is
wrong. Your tone and your body language are speaking volumes so
just tell me what you’re thinking. I feel as if it’s to do with me
and my job because that’s all we’ve talked about before this
change.” He softened his voice and leaned in. “Come on, love, what
is it?”

She looked up at
him. “Cole, this has been a lot
to process and I dunno…I laid awake last night for
a long time, wondering if I could cope with being in a relationship
with someone like you. Could I have ever been a cop’s wife? I doubt
I could have managed it,” she said.

“First of all,
it’s really not as dangerous as what a first responder would face
daily but it’s not exactly ‘nothing’ either. I always prepare for
the worst and hope for the best and I’m exceptionally good at
assessing threats. I’m not some rogue out here taking unnecessary
risks,” he explained. She was staring at the floor, her head down.
Cole knelt down next to her, and she looked down into his eyes. He
saw the unwept tears as he took her hand in his. “Mason, I want to
beg you to stay but you have to make the decision that you’re
comfortable with. I can’t promise you that this job is always going
to be perfect, but I will promise you that whether you stay or
leave today, I’ll always
look after you and make sure you’re
safe.”

Mason lost what
was left of her composure. She openly wept and didn’t bother to
hold back. Cole got some tissues and handed them to her, but she
didn’t take them. She just buried her face in her hands and wept.
He could tell he’d hit a nerve. This felt like it was about more
than just his job, but he couldn’t tell exactly what.

He handed her the
tissues once more and she took them. He held out his hand to her.
“Darling, come with me.” She took his hand and he led her to the
bedroom. He stood next to the bed and turned to face her. He
reached behind her and removed the clip from her hair. He knew
where every clip and pin were now and he loved taking her hair
down, watching it fall softly around her shoulders then her waist.
He cupped her face lightly in his hands then gently slid his hands
up the back of her neck and buried them in her hair. As he leaned
forward and kissed her forehead, she audibly sighed with release.
He sat down on the bed with his back against the headboard and
spread his legs, motioning for her to come and sit between them.
“Relax with me,” he said quietly. She sat back against him and laid
her head back on his chest as he wrapped his arms around her and
kissed her hair. She wiped her eyes with the tissues and tried to
speak. Her breath was broken, and she was still sobbing but she had
so much to tell him, and it felt as if her emotions were all trying
to come forward at once.

“Cole, I just want
to feel safe, and I want you to be safe and I know I’m probably
overthinking this. I know you can’t make any guarantees and it’s
killing me to think that something might happen to you. At the same
time, no one has ever cared about my safety but me and that is a
very new thing. It touches me so deeply that you do, and I don’t
know how to feel worthy of that.” She sat up and turned to face
him, sitting back on her knees. She cupped his face with her hands.
“I’m sorry,” she tried to laugh. “I don’t know how to say
everything I’m feeling. I don’t know if I’m making sense. I’m
scared but with everything in me, I want to protect you and that is
something completely new for me...Sorry...I must look a
mess.”

Her makeup was
streaked, and her liner and mascara were running but to Cole, it
didn’t matter. Her outer beauty was just a bonus. He was falling
hard for the tender sweetness in her spirit and the infinite grace
in her soul and it meant so much more to him than outer
appearances. “Darling, you’re gorgeous and you are most certainly
worthy of anyone caring for your safety, your beautiful heart, your
fragile emotions. You are, to me, a rare treasure. You are unlike
anyone I’ve met.”

“Yeah,” she
giggled through her tears, “I’m weird, or so it has been explained
to me.”

He smiled, “Well,
I like weird. The odd in me cherishes the odd in you,” he giggled.
Looking at her, in this emotional state, he suddenly felt a
familiar stirring and he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He
felt such a profound empathy for Mason in this moment, he wasn’t
sure he had complete control and he hoped she didn’t
notice.

“When I left here
this morning,” she said, “I was exhausted, I couldn’t think but as
I’ve processed all of the things we talked about, I feel like the
ache of not having you around would be worse than the
worry.”

“Mason, you don’t
have to make a choice. You just have to be comfortable with the
co-existence. I’ll be there. I’ll be with you. I absolutely want to
figure out if we can share a life together but first, you have to
be ok with trusting me to take care of myself and you when we
separate. This job, as I said, it definitely isn’t as dangerous as
a first responder, let’s be honest but there is a certain amount of
precaution I feel that I have to take…and hey,” he lifted her chin
up to look into her eyes. They’d gone grey and it nearly
overwhelmed him with intense affection. “I’ve done well so far.
I’ve been doing this a while.” He smiled that gentle, quirky smile
that she loved so much.

She smiled back at
him. “I understand. I think I can manage that if it means that I
get to come home to you.”

Cole started to
close his legs. He wanted to feel her close to him and he knew he
was risking a lot right now, but the emotion of this moment with
her was running so high, he didn’t really want to bring it down. He
felt reckless, and he knew he was pushing his limits. “Come here
love, let me hold you,” he said softly. She wasn’t sure what he
wanted her to do. “Come here, spread your legs,” he said gently.
She was so weak at this point, she nearly fainted at the words, but
she quickly realized he wanted her to sit in his lap facing him.
She straddled him and he reached under her hips and pulled her into
him. Her bare legs around him like this was a great comfort,
peaceful, like his own private heaven. He put his arms around her
waist. Placing one supportive hand on her back, he looked up into
her eyes. He would have begged her for literally anything at this
moment and at the very least to please stay in his life. She held
his gaze for a moment and...remembered she wasn’t going to push
him. She leaned down and kissed his forehead, letting her lips
linger just a moment. She hugged his head to her chest as he closed
his eyes and simply absorbed her quiet, gentle energy for this
glorious moment. He pulled back and looked up at her.

“What do you want
to do, Mason? What now? Tell me,” he said softly.

She paused. As
much as her body might have quivered to be this close to him, in
this position, any other time, now she felt strangely calm and
physically exhausted. “I want to take a nap,” she said,
helplessly.

He giggled, “You
want a nap? Now?” He spoke to her as if he were asking a
child.

“Yes,” she laughed
gently. “I want to get out of these clothes and just nap right
here. Cole, I’m so tired.” Her eyelids suddenly felt very
heavy.

He kissed her
chest lightly. “Ok, m’love. Up you go.” She moved to his side. He
turned to face her and spoke softly but firmly. “I want you to get
a shower, get your jammies on, drink some water, and get some
rest.” He closed his eyes for a moment, all at once overcome with
relief. “I was gutted that I might have hurt you or lost you,” a
tear fell onto his cheek. “I promise you I will look after you and
me, darling. Always.”

She reached up and
tousled his hair. “Thank you for working through this with me.
You...you didn’t run,” she said.

He looked at her,
confused. Then he realized…she’d been abandoned before, exactly
when she really needed someone to look after her. He knew the
feeling. “Mason, I’m not going to run. Even if people aren’t
involved in a romantic relationship, if they’re just friends, they
stay. They help. That’s how it should be. And I stay. And I help.”
He smiled and kissed her cheek. “Now go on. Get ready for your nap.
Here.” He picked up his corgi stuffie from the dresser and handed
it to her. “When you come back, he’ll be waiting for your snuggles,
ok?”

She giggled and
gave the stuffie a hug. “What’s his name?”

Cole hadn’t ever
thought about it. It was a stuffie Shaun had given him when he was
in hospital. It comforted him in much the same way his friendship
with Shaun was a great comfort in his life...But he’d never named
it. “He doesn’t have one.”

She looked at him
with mild disdain. “No name? He’s lived his whole life unnamed.
Stuffies have to have names, Cole. It’s a rule.”

He laughed, “Well
then, you may name him. What do you think?”

”Kasey. He shall
be Kasey.” She looked at Cole with a sleepy smile. “Thanks, Honey.
This is sweet.”

“He’s all yours
now, darling. He’ll look after you if I can’t.” He gave her one
last smile and walked out to the living room.

With Mason quietly
resting, Cole took the network offline and downloaded his logs from
Randall. Just as he suspected, at 0800 there was a surge of
activity across one of the servers that lasted well past 0900. The
server that controlled the heat. When the heat didn’t come up, the
whole building should have returned to neutral state but the
program that was supposed to control this coordination wasn’t
properly configured. He first went in and fixed that configuration,
but that fix wouldn’t be tested unless something like this happened
again. He opened the data cache and looked at the data that had
been sent across the network during the surge It didn’t make sense
to him. It was just groups of numbers. He downloaded the data
anyway and cleared the cache. He opened the network back up to its
live status to see if this would happen again. He was fairly
pleased with his solution so far. He didn’t need to employ direct
baiting because it appeared that just having the network open was
enticing enough to get black hat activity.

Mason woke up
around 1800 but Cole wasn’t there. She felt very rested and
relaxed. As she lay in bed, thinking about their conversation, she
felt as though they had taken yet another step in clarifying some
aspect of their relationship and it was all starting to feel pretty
solid to her. She was brushing her teeth when she heard the door
open. Cole came in with two take out bags. He peeked into the
bedroom and saw she was up. He got out plates to put dinner on the
table. He’d procured a bottle of Fox Run Merlot and he was anxious
to try that with tonight’s dinner, pork pies with
chutney.

Cole had stepped
out to the pub for a pint while Mason napped. While he was there,
he had the chance to talk to the chef, Rupert. Rupert, he learned,
was a hearty gentleman from North Yorkshire. He was familiar with
many of the high-country dishes that weren’t on the regular menu
but many that Cole had relished in the years of his youth. Rupert
said he’d be happy to make him any off menu dishes any time he was
in New York and tonight was the jackpot.

Mason walked out
of the bedroom as Cole was filling glasses.

“Darling, you look
gorgeous,” he said.

“Why...why do you
lie? You lie when you don’t even have to speak,” she said,
giggling.

He laughed and
walked over to her, gently brushing her hair back from her face. He
looked into her eyes for a moment then leaned in and spoke softly
into her ear, “I see you with my heart, darling, and you’re
beautiful.” He kissed her cheek and lingered just for a moment. He
could see and nearly feel her shiver.

“God dammit,
Cole,” she said through gritted teeth. He pulled back to look into
her eyes again.

“What?” he said,
innocently.

She took a deep
breath and gave him a warning look. “You know good n hell
well…”

He smiled and
offered her a glass of wine. She pulled hard on it, never breaking
his gaze. He giggled and motioned for her to sit. “My dear, I had
the pleasure of meeting Rupert today,” he said.

“Ohh, the chef at
the pub? He’s great! I think he can make anything,” she smiled and
looked at the plate before her. “And what do we have
here?”

“This my dear, is
pork pie with onion chutney and it’s a dish I loved as a young
boy.” He grinned.

Her eyes lit up
and she looked at him carefully. “That’s not on the menu,” she
said.

He winked at her.
“Nope but this is an English countryside comfort food that I
thought would be completely appropriate tonight, since we’ve been
discussing some pretty heavy things.” He caressed her cheek. “Now
enjoy!” He sat down and took a bite. She watched him close his eyes
as he savoured the dish, and it made her happy as well that he
derived so much pleasure from simple things.
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After dinner he
was back at his logs while she cleaned up. There it was again. The
doors didn’t lock at the correct time and at the time they should
have locked, again there was a massive stream of data moving across
the network. There were two password changes as well, one to get in
and one to return the original pass. How
TF did they know what the original pass was and what was the
purpose of that? Covering tracks maybe?

Mason came and sat
down next to him and was scrolling through her phone. “How’s it
going, Hon?” she asked absently.

“Well, I think
I’ve figured out what the crackers want. They just want access in
order to move some kind of information and massive amounts of it,”
he said, “but none of it makes sense to me as I’m looking at it. I
don’t know what kind of data it is. It’s just groups of
numbers.”

“Why would they
need this network to move data?” she asked. “Couldn’t they just do
that across the internet?”

“Yes,” he
answered, impressed with her insight. “But sometimes crackers want
to store data somewhere out of sight then move it in such a way
that it looks like it’s coming from the server on which they stored
it and not from an underground server. There’s usually a door, if
you will, in and out that cloaks the movement.”

Mason looked up at
him. “Clever. Groups of numbers?” she asked. “Do you mean like
computer code type groups or…?”

“No, it doesn’t
look like computer code,” he answered. “Honestly, I’m not
completely sure what it looks like, although there are groups that
are repeating, that is to say, identical groups of
numbers.”

Mason thought
about it. She had an idea but wasn’t sure. It can’t be that simple. “How long
are the groups that are identical? How many characters?” she
asked.

Cole looked at the
page. “Nine. Here’s two groups that are identical. Nine digits,
both.”

“Is it possible
for you to show me the data, to show me what you’re talking about?”
she asked.

“Sure,” he said,
“I don’t see any harm in that. Take a look.”

She moved next to
him to look at the screen. She was having trouble discerning the
nature of the data with the way he had it displayed in the
reader.

“Can you copy this
to Excel and parse it at the spaces?” she asked. “Do you see where
these nine-character groups are? I need you to copy all the data
from the beginning of one nine-character group to the beginning of
the next nine-character group.”

He parsed the data
for her, and she looked at it. She was fairly certain now what the
data was. “May I, please?”

“Yeah,” he handed
the laptop to her. She was copying several of the strings that had
matching groups to the spreadsheet. Then she typed a few of the
groups into an app on her phone.

“Ok, look at this,
Cole.” She handed the laptop back to him. “See how these are
grouped?”

“Yeah,” he said,
“What is it?”

“Well, I think the
data might be banking data, but it’s not even hashed,” she said.
“It looks like someone’s using this server to move raw account
data.”

“What makes you
think it?”

“Just a hunch.
While account numbers can vary in length, routing numbers for banks
are nine digits. I have an app that lets me look up routing numbers
for different banks and these nine-digit groups,” she said, as she
pointed to his screen, “all major banks. They’re moving the data to
the network. Are they moving it out?” she asked.

He started looking
at the other servers and there it was, another tunnel. Data had
been passed to it in massive amounts a few times today. He quickly
closed it. They’d hid it pretty well. The average IT admin probably
would never notice it had it not been for the strain on the system
causing the problems. It was coming together for him, and it was
genius.

He looked at
Mason, scrolling through her phone again. Oblivious to the fact
that she had just helped him crack this.

“Elementary
Watson,” he said to her.

“Bullshit,” she
said, not looking up. “You’ve figured it out, but you needed my
information, didn’t you?”

“Yes, in fact you
are 100% correct,” he said, “I needed to know what kind of data
this was before the whole scenario made sense. They’re using this
network to move banking data, probably as a delivery method, masked
by this IP.”

“Couple things,
though. Why actually use this network instead of a VPN? And why not
hash the data?” she asked.

“Contrary to
popular belief, VPNs can be traced to real IP addresses fairly
easily. It took me less than a half hour,” he answered. “They’re
using a network that has a lot of capacity and isn’t being used for
very much processing. It allows them to move massive amounts of
data that would otherwise get interrupted by a normal Windows or
application server, from a real IP address to avoid suspicion. The
smart activities are only happening a few times a day and moving
data on this network would largely go unnoticed as long as the
transfer doesn’t interfere with the functioning of the smart
aspects of the building,” he continued. “While the idea is a
brilliant one, I don’t think it’s been executed by the best
crackers. I think they were counting on being able to find some
consistent times that the network was at its lowest capacity and
use it before anyone would notice them transferring data in and
out.”

“Nerd,” she said
flatly.

“Darling, I am
wounded,” he said sarcastically.

She laughed. “But
you happen to be testing.”

“Well, this is why
penetesting is really important to do before a network goes live,”
he said.

“Now that you know
what’s happening, do you know who it is?”

“No, I don’t know
that.” He clearly saw the disappointment on her face.

“How much longer
will it take to find out, before the network can be secured?” she
asked. She felt defeated and frustrated.

He laughed,
“Darling, your eyes and your face give you away every time. It’s as
if they open the book on exactly what you’re thinking.”

She looked at him,
confused. “Listen, Sherlock, just tell me what’s going on,” she
said.

“I don’t have to
find out who,” he said. “The server configuration has a huge
vulnerability that I can fix with the help of the IT group. It will
not only stop this activity, but I think that once it’s fixed, I
can bring this network completely local so that it doesn’t have to
access the internet which should prevent it from even being seen
and obviously prevent any future outside attacks.” Her face was
lighting up as she realized what he was saying, and he loved seeing
her happy. “All the other information that I have on the crackers
gets turned over to the FBI. I’m only here to secure the network.
They’re the ones that have to figure out who it is.”

She turned toward
him on the sofa. She was getting excited. “What does that mean for
our sale?” she asked.

“If everything
goes correctly tomorrow, the configuration should be corrected, and
the network will be completely local by Friday. We will run smart
functions live for the following week and then, if everything
checks out, I should be able to pass the network.”

She leaped and
hugged him. “Yes!” He caught her in his arms. He couldn’t help but
laugh, it was a joy to him to see her like this.

She sat back. “My
guess is, I can’t tell anyone about this,” she giggled.

“Nope, you can’t,”
he replied, “and to be fair, we’re not completely out of the woods
until the end of next week when the final routines are run
successfully.”

“Fantastic,” she
felt like she could finally exhale. “Wait a minute,” she said,
suddenly serious, “What does that mean for you now?”

“Well,” he said,
“I would say after tomorrow, the first thing it means for me is I
don’t have to stay in my hotel room.” He looked at her to see what
she would do with this information.

She looked at him
wide-eyed. “You need to start packing your bags because we’re going
back to my apartment to stay, and I don’t want to hear anything
about it. To be honest, I miss my big bathroom.”

Cole laughed,
“That sounds great to me. I got a little spoiled by your big
bathroom as well,” He looked at his watch. It was 1900, midnight in
London. Cole worked late into the night, filing his report with his
company, and transmitting the rest of the information to the FBI.
He was glad it was going to be a peaceful night and as midnight
approached and he finished his work, he looked forward to once
again snuggling with a very happy Mason.
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Cole awoke at
1000, after he’d done his regular 0300 conference with his team. He
noticed all of Mason’s things were gone. A slight panic set in as
his mind raced through the reasons why and he wished his brain
would not immediately jump to negative things. He walked out to the
kitchen and there was a fresh pot of coffee. He poured himself a
cup and saw the note on the table.

“Call me when you
get up.” was all that was written. He quickly checked her schedule
and saw that she was free. Even though he was fairly certain things
were fine, some small part of him still braced for the
worst.

“Hey, Honey,” She
answered in a low whisper.

“Darling, it’s so
good to hear your voice,” he said, returning the auditory
favor.

“I just wanted to
let you know,” she said, “I got my things out of the room today and
I’m going back to the apartment. That way you’ll have a little more
room for the couple of days you’ll still be there.”

“But...but...but,”
Stuffie Cole said, “I’ll miss my cuddles.”

She giggled, “You
have a key to my place, so you’re welcome to come pick up your
cuddles there, maybe?”

He laughed, “Ok
then, sweetheart. I’ll see you there tonight. Hey, I’ll even make
dinner as soon as I get home.”

She paused.
Home? He said it again. “That sounds amazing, hon. I’m looking forward to
it.”

Cole put out all
of his laundry for the cleaning service and spent the day with the
IT team. They not only managed to fix the vulnerability in the
server configuration, but they also were able to get the network
local. They were slightly ahead of Cole’s timeline and so testing
would be able to start the next day and he didn’t have to stay at
the hotel.

He packed as soon
as he got back to the hotel. He wasn’t going to miss this room and
he was looking forward to the big comfy couch at Mason’s apartment.
It was 1500, a bit early for her to be home but as he headed to the
train, he thought maybe they’d meet up at her place.

He got off the
train and found a grocery shop. He had never really cooked for her
before, just leftovers, but he had become quite tired of the
takeout. He managed to round up some ingredients for a good curry
and a decent bottle of wine and headed to her apartment.

He walked inside
and at once felt at home, mostly because he knew she would
eventually be there. It seemed that lately, anywhere that they were
together was home to him. She felt like home to him. He put the
groceries on the counter and put the wine in ice to chill. He
picked up his bag and headed to the guest bedroom. He hadn’t seen
her car in the car park, so he quickly checked her schedule and saw
that she was due to leave the office at 1600. He checked his
watch. She’ll be leaving
now...he glanced to his left and saw the
door at the end of the hallway. He remembered that was the one room
had never been in. He felt like he shouldn’t go in there, but she
wasn’t home yet and eventually his curiosity got the best of him.
He walked back the hallway and turned the knob to the door. He
wasn’t at all prepared for what he saw inside.

The entire room
was a dungeon. It was lit with a slightly harsh, cool blue light
that made him feel uneasy. On the wall directly in front of him
hung a variety of ropes neatly tied, and quite a selection of crops
and floggers. On top of a small box to his left was a spreader bar.
Near the center of the wall directly in front of him was a bed but
it was not what he expected. It was not king-size or queen-size. It
was barely twin-size. It was on an elevated pedestal, and it seemed
to have a rather thick mattress inside a box frame. At the head of
the bed, there appeared to be a cabinet with sliding doors instead
of a headboard but no handles or other visible way of opening it.
On each corner of the frame were anchored metal rings.
For tying off ropes. To
his right was a wide armless chair opposite the foot of the bed.
Next to that, hanging opposite the bed was a leather
swing.

Cole took a few
steps inside. He was more than impressed with her set up. This was
a room wholly dedicated to play. At one point in time, he’d
questioned how much she was into the life…he didn’t question that
anymore. There was another door to his far right. It didn’t appear
to be a closet because there was a closet to his left. He was
walking toward that door when behind him he heard, “STOP!” and a
loud click. He knew without a doubt that it was the SIG’s safety
coming off.

He froze. It was
Mason but, in this light, she probably couldn’t see him very well.
He didn’t say anything and waited for her instruction.

“Hands up. Fingers
out.” He put his hands up where she could see them clearly and
spread his fingers. “Kneel and cross your ankles.”
Jesus. She was serious about this.
His heart was pounding.

He kneeled and
crossed his ankles and as he did, it suddenly occurred to him that
this would indeed be a position from which it would be difficult to
attack or run. She walked into the room a few steps and hit the
main light switch.

“Jesus Christ,
Cole,” she said as she recognized him. She walked around him and
looked down at his face. He looked up at her sheepishly. She had
her SIG in the down position and her finger along the barrel. She
clicked on the safety and holstered it. She stood over him, rather
enjoying the position. She crossed her arms. “What are you doing in
here?” she asked calmly. He went to put his hands down. “I didn’t
say you could put your hands down, Hon. Keep them up,” she
said.

Well, old chap,
you’ve stepped in it this time. He tried to
slow his breathing. At the same time, he was enjoying this…but only
a little. He tipped his head up to look at her. “Mason, I’m sorry.
I know that I didn’t ask your permission to come into this room. I
know that you’ve never invited me to see this room. As honest as I
can be, my curiosity simply got the best of me.” He waited to see
her reaction. Her face was unreadable.

She wanted to toy
with him a little bit longer, but she was also aware that none of
this had been consented to. “For fucks sake, Cole, get up.” She
giggled and reached out her hand to help him. “Well now that you’re
here. Your thoughts?” she asked.

He stood up and
faced her for a long minute. He was trying to process this side of
a woman he thought he knew fairly well. They’d shared deeply
emotional conversations and yet, nothing in them indicated she was
capable of playing with anything in this room. Well, maybe a little light bondage...his thoughts trailed off. He tried to keep a poker face as
much as possible, but this situation was getting tense in a way
that he wasn’t sure he could fight for long. He took a deep breath,
squaring his shoulders. “If I’m being honest, I’d like to see
what’s behind that door.” He motioned to the door behind
her.

She looked into
his eyes for a moment and took a slow blink. “Sure,” she said.
“It’s just a bathroom.” She walked over and opened the
door.

He looked inside.
It was a full bathroom, walk-in slate shower, heated grey tile
floors, and a large marble top, double sink vanity. Whoever built
it spared no expense or comfort. He looked back at her for a read.
There was nothing. She looked completely comfortable with this
entire space, and she didn’t seem the slightest bit put out that
he’d come in here.

“Well?” she
said.

By sharp contrast,
Cole associated this environment with some of the most primal,
hedonistic acts he’d ever performed and dreamed he might try with
her eventually and he knew he was not going to be able to control
his arousal for long. Just the smell of the leather and the rope
reminded him that there was absolutely nothing neutral about this
room for him and he could feel it under his skin. He walked to her
and looked her straight in the eye. “I think…I’d like to make you
dinner,” he said, softly kissing her cheek. She motioned him toward
the door and shut off the lights as they left the room.

He didn’t speak
much while making dinner and she didn’t push any conversation. She
just sat quietly on the couch and looked through her phone. She
wished she knew what he was thinking, but his face was utterly
unreadable as he cooked. She knew he was deep into his own
processing, and she left him to it. She hoped that what he saw
didn’t change his mind about being here. Most of that was left from
her last relationship and she hadn’t used it with anyone since but
kept it up and kept everything in good shape. It had cost her a
pretty penny and she didn’t want to just abandon it.

Cole felt slightly
overwhelmed and surprised that he never picked up how much she’d
been in the life but most of all, he felt embarrassed for
overstepping her boundaries. Worse, his mind was racing through
everything in the room being used with her and it was getting
difficult to stop the sensations firing through him at random. He
couldn’t wait to get some wine to dull his heightened
imagination. Christ! He was still inventorying everything in that room.
No prods, no vibrators, no clamps, so nothing too
painful, mostly restraints...pleasure Dom/switch…but she said that
her last relationship was abusive. He was
having trouble sorting everything.

He took a deep
breath. Back to the task at hand. He’d been quiet as he prepared
this perfect curry, and his own silence was becoming uncomfortable.
He had to break this ice. “Darling,” he said lightly, “glass of
wine? It’s a bit dry. Sauv Blanc tonight or I can open something
else.”

She smiled at him,
that big warm, calming smile he loved so much. “I would love a
glass, thank you.” She got up and walked over to the counter and
sat down. “You’ve really outdone yourself, babe,” she said. “I
don’t remember a man cooking for me since...ever and now you’ve
done it twice.” She toasted with him. He drank deep and she pulled
hard on her wine too. He was trying to avoid the awkwardness but
there was nothing for it.

“Mason,” he
started, as he took her hand and looked into her eyes. “Before we
have dinner I want to sincerely apologize for overstepping. I feel
simply awful about it and while I can’t promise it will never
happen again, it is certainly something that I always try not to
do.”

“Cole,” she
replied, gently, “I never said the room was off-limits to you. I
just know that we’re not ready to do the things that happen in that
room so I felt like it might be overstepping your boundaries to take you in there.
Honestly, I don’t mind that you’ve seen it. I hope that we can talk
about it. I hope that I can answer any questions you might have but
I also recognize that’s a loaded conversation and you may not be
ready for it. That said, you will have to ask the questions and
I’ll tell you as much as you want me to.”

He smiled at her.
She was incredibly considerate and thoughtful. He had never, ever,
met anyone so tuned in to respect and honor for his feelings and
the relationship.

“Fair enough,” he
said. “Let’s have dinner.”

As Mason cleaned
up after their meal, Cole sat at the counter, working on his
laptop. He wanted to see the logs from the smart server. His was
the only tunnel now and only to Randall. The servers could sit
local as long as Randall was in place. So far, everything looked
normal but tomorrow would be the tell.

Mason dried her
hands. “Do you wanna watch a movie or…?”

Cole looked
thoughtfully at his empty wine glass. “I’d like to open another
bottle and chat, if you’re up for it.”

Mason smiled at
him. This could get
rough. She pulled out a bottle of Sensi
Moscato, sweet but potent. This might keep
things light. She filled their glasses and
stood across the counter from him.

“Mason, I hardly
know where to begin,” he said carefully.

“Just begin at the
beginning,” she said.

“Let’s back up for
a minute,” he said. “Remember, this might not stay within the PG
rating but if you’re game, let’s open up about some things we like
to do that are outside of what’s in that room.”

She looked at him
slightly confused. “What do you mean? Things like kinky
things?”

“Yes, you know,
why not? If I were to assume that the extreme things were out of
the question, things involving say, undesirable bodily fluids,
animals, the fringe things, I’d be correct.”

She nodded
vigorously. “Absolutely. I don’t want anything to do with any of
that and I don’t want a Daddy Dom.”

“Ok, so we’re on
the same page there,” he said. “What can I do with my
hands?”

“I like spanking.
I like my hair pulled, I mean, obviously, put your hands on me,
inside me anywhere, bite me. I love growling, primal shit. I have
no language limits, you know, but just one thing, please don’t slap
my face,” she said.

His eyes widened.
He knew some people liked that, but he didn’t because scarring on
the face was a real possibility, and it could be devastating. Cole
stopped to think that, while he was quite versed in a lot of
things, he was probably closer to vanilla or a casual than most.
“What about choking?”

“On what?” she
asked coyly, looking at him from under her lashes.

“Fuuck meee!” he
laughed. He paused to look at her, smiling. “I don’t know whether
you’re being a bad or good girl,” he said, giggling. “But I meant
like this.” He lightly put his fingers either side of her neck and
gently squeezed.

“Well, I hope it’s
a little harder than that, but yeah. I’m fine with that,” she
laughed. “I might even try some breath play but I never trusted
anyone to do that with.”

He removed his
hand and his eyes widened. He wasn’t keen on breath play but he’d
done it. It was a lot of responsibility and pressure in a scene,
and it needed a spotter. “So, noted. Anything you want to ask
me?”

“What about
safewords?” she asked.

“Absolutely
necessary. What do you want to talk about?” he asked.

“Necessary always?
What would make you take them away?” she asked.

His initially
confused expression suddenly turned serious. “Has someone told you
they were taking away safewords? Taking them out of a scene?” he
asked evenly.

She saw the
slightly dangerous expression in his eyes. The conversation had
quickly lost any lightness it might have had. “Yes,” she said
quietly, “he said he could take them away because he was the Dom.
It was his right as top in the scene.”

Cole took a deep
breath and ran his hand through his hair. The fury that was running
through him made him tremble slightly. He pulled hard on his wine
to steady himself. “Mason,” he said gravely, “Safewords and signals
are never to be taken away. Ever. That’s not even negotiable. Even
CNC has a safeword.”

“Signals?” she
queried.

He paused, looking
into her eyes, trying to gather himself. The thought that someone
had tortured her like that was fucking with his head. Her fear and
desperation must have been…he stopped. He took a slow blink to try
and bring his anger level down and answered. “Yes, in a scene where
you might be gagged or there’s breathplay taking place, I need some
other way to know you’re ok. Obviously, I’m going to be checking on
you, but you need a way to communicate if you can’t speak clearly.
My signals vary but generally, three fingers tell me it’s ok to
continue when I check on you. Two fingers are your way to tell me
at any time to check on you. One finger is the same as a safeword.
Everything stops.”

“Seems kind of
arbitrary,” she said.

“Not really,” he
said, calmly, “It’s the easiest thing to do to put up one finger if
you are in distress. Three fingers tell me you’re more cognizant of
your situation because it’s more difficult to do.”

She looked at him,
stunned. “You’ve really thought this through,” she said.

He looked at her
carefully. “Yes, of course,” he said, “Mason, safety is always
going to be my first priority. Sex is fun and of course, no one
wants to be taken out of playing a scene, but you have to keep in
mind, it’s just that. Playing. It shouldn’t ever go so far that
someone gets hurt. No one should be so invested in getting off that
they do or force something non-consensual. Arousal and orgasms will
come again, no pun intended. When someone stops the scene,
everything stops. If someone still needs to get off that badly,
they can finish themselves.” He stopped and took a breath. He could
feel the anger he’d felt earlier rising in him again and he didn’t
want to darken the mood. “Apologies for the coarse language,” he
said, calmer.

She thought for a
minute, “No problem. Now that I understand this about you, it makes
me feel a lot safer trying something new with you.” She took
another drink of her wine. She looked at him, taking in his calm
demeanor, and she was impressed with how steady he always remained
during their conversations. Carefully she began, “I guess there are
probably things that you would do but maybe I don’t want to do them
to you,” she said.

His brows went up.
He hadn’t stopped to think about that. He was never one for seeing
just how far he could go with someone, how many limits he could
push or negotiate. He liked giving pleasure so there were very few
limits he’d ever needed to push. He guessed she was the same. “Of
course, that all goes to boundaries, and they go both ways. I’d
never ask you to do anything you wouldn’t be comfortable doing to
me or having done to you.”

“So...what
can I do with my
hands?” she asked.

“All of those same
things I can do,” he drank his wine, looking out over the glass for
her reaction.

Her skin flushed.
She took a deep breath. “I like giving,” she said, plainly. “For me
it’s more about making you feel good, and my excitement comes from
knowing I did that.”

He began to wonder
if she was actually a medium. “So...if I’m reading this right,
we’re both soft pleasure switches?” he chuckled.

She laughed,
“Yeah, I guess so.” She paused and smiled at him. “I might get
boring to you.”

He sat back in his
chair, slightly stunned. Why would she say
that? He was starting to gather that the
way she thought about sex was as if it was disconnected from the
relationship and feelings for the person. He was demisexual so for
him, he couldn’t separate the two and because of how badly he’d
been hurt before, he didn’t want to rush into anything physical.
Even if she didn’t need the emotional connection for sex to happen,
the idea that she considered herself some kind of object that one
could get bored of was appalling to him.

“Mason,” he said
sharply. She looked up at him, quickly. He saw a small flash of
fear in those deep blue eyes he often got lost in. He stood up and
walked purposefully around the counter. She turned to face him, as
he lifted her chin to look into her eyes. He paused for a moment to
make sure he had her undivided attention. “This isn’t about just
sex. All of these things are fun, and they heighten the experience,
for sure.” He leaned in and spoke softly in her ear, “but playing a
scene with you and making love to you is an expression of how
deeply I feel for you. It always will be.” He looked back into her
eyes. “And showing you how much I care for you will never get
boring.” He slid his arm around her soft waist, and he felt her
easily lean into him.

Mason nearly lost
her balance as these new thoughts, feelings, and sensations raced
through her. Sex hadn’t ever been an expression of deep caring from
either side. It was great if there was an emotional connection and
that made it all very sweet, but she didn’t need that to feel or
act on a physical attraction. As she thought about it, she realized
she’d never really felt a connection with anyone as strong as this
before anyway, so this was all new to her. She didn’t always know
how to react to Cole when he expressed his feelings for her, but
she knew how she felt and that her connection to him was deep and
profound. She couldn’t hide it from him because her body reacted in
a way that always seemed to betray her. Her breath would catch in
her throat and her skin would flush. As much as she’d tried to
control it up to now, she gave up and let it happen.

“Thank you, Honey.
You’re sweet,” she said. “So...are we ready to talk about the
dungeon?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“What was your
first thought or question when you walked in?”

He kissed her on
the forehead and walked back around to sit at the counter. “‘What
the fuck?’, I think was my first question,” he chuckled.

She giggled. “Fair
enough. What did you see that was most interesting?”

He thought for a
minute. “Well…I was more surprised by what I didn’t see. No pain
devices, no clamps, and absolutely nothing electronic. Not that
that was interesting, it was just that I expected to see at least
wands, vibrators, or something like that.”

“Okay do you have
any questions about that?” She felt like this wasn’t coming easy
for him and he needed a little guidance with the
questions.

“My guess is that
that’s just not something that you like. It’s a hard limit for
you.”

“You’d be correct
about that.” She paused. “As I’m answering these questions, how
much do you want me to go on?”

“Honestly, Mason,
we can talk about anything at this point,” he replied. “Let’s just
have an open and honest discussion about this. I have no limits for
what I’ll talk about.”

“Good, me
neither,” she continued, “First of all, I think using the wands too
much decreases sensitivity so much that it might eventually be hard
to have an orgasm without one. Those other things, clamps, for
instance, were something that my ex liked but at one point they
started to become more punishment than funishment, so those things
went away.”

“So, noted. I
don’t really like using those things but it’s negotiable to be used
on me.”

“Soft switch,” she
said.

“As stated,” he
replied smiling.

“So, what else did
you see?”

“I’m going to make
the assumption that you enjoy the floggers and the crops,” he
said.

“Yes, that is
something I really do enjoy,” she smiled, mischievously. “I really
like the sting of the leather and sometimes I want it to sting more
than just what a flogger delivers.” She paused. He seemed
comfortable so she went on. “Sometimes I like floggers to sting and
sometimes I like them to thud.”

“I’m absolutely
the same,” he said, matter of factly. “I have very few limits where
those things are concerned. What do you think about
belts?”

“I don’t have
any,” she said carefully, “but I noticed you’re pretty handy with
yours. Is that just a weapon or have you used it in
scenes?”

“Both, but
obviously not for binding in a scene,” he clarified.

“You said you are
an excellent rigger so I’m sorry that my rope collection is
somewhat paltry,” she sipped her wine.

“No apologies
necessary. I’m fairly certain I can do whatever you want me to do
with what you have,” he said softly, his breath catching slightly.
“Is being tied something that you enjoy though?”

“I used to but now
I more enjoy just being restrained and I like using the spreader
bar,” she said, looking into his eyes for a read.

He froze and
looked into her eyes. He could feel his skin flushing all over. “I
think I need a refill,” he said. She obliged him and he drank half
the glass before continuing. “Okay,” he said slowly, “I saw the
swing. That’s interesting. I like it. It’s well made. Of course, I
really wouldn’t have expected anything else.” He was trying to
sound casual, but his breath kept catching occasionally.

“I’m glad you
approve,” she said plainly. “It should hold your weight fairly
well.”

Cole went pale.
The conversation was now definitely getting a bit
intense.

“I’m sure that you
have a fairly impressive dungeon with a lot more equipment and
probably stuff that I’ve never seen,” she said, shyly.

“Well, you also
have to understand that I’ve accumulated what I have in order to
teach other people how these things are used,” he explained, “It’s
like the difference between a home book collection and an entire
library but certainly home book collections can be outstanding
because they are curated to your taste.”

“Would you be open
to going back into that room?” she asked. “There’s something in
there I’d like to show you.” Her eyes twinkled.

“Yes. I’ll be fine
with that,” he chuckled.

She led him back
the hallway and they walked into the room once again.

“Is this blue
lighting on all the time?” he asked.

“Yes,” she
answered. “That is part of what I wanted to show you.”

Immediately inside
the door to the left was a small shelf. On it, there were various
lubricants and desensitizers but there was also a remote control.
Mason picked up the remote control, pressed a button and the lights
began to cycle through a rainbow pattern very slowly.

“Do you see?” she
queried, “You can make the lights any color you want and there are
different hues of each color. For instance, we can soften that blue
or we can make it more harsh just depending on the mood that you
want to set for the room at the time. I normally have it set on a
blue that is slightly on the cool side. It creates tension in the
room, and I feel like it keeps the energy going. You can also set
music.”

She pressed
another button, and some ethereal music began to play from a sound
system he couldn’t see. “There are a few options for music but
mostly I just like it for background.”

“So, no
soundtrack? I’d have thought you’d have a playlist...of sorts,”
Cole said, catching the pun too late.

She laughed and
winked. “I see what you did there. I dunno. Never really thought
about it but I can think of a few songs straight away that I’d have
on that playlist.”

Cole noticed a
small refrigerator just below the shelf. “What do you keep in
here?” he asked.

“Water. Lots of
cold water,” she winked.

He nodded but his
mind had begun racing with the most lurid of thoughts about her in
this room and he shook his head to clear it. He now had a good
chance to thoroughly look around the room without feeling like a
trespasser, but he was still imagining playing in here with her and
he felt like his time in this room was ticking down. He didn’t want
his increasing arousal to overcome his common sense. At any road,
they’d both had too much to drink to do anything, but her closeness
made it difficult to hide what his body was feeling.

“Ok. Check this
out.” Mason pressed a button on the remote control and the wood
cabinet headboard split open to reveal ticklers, handcuffs, bed
restraints, and body straps.

Ah, the softer
side. “Doesn’t appear to be much here for
him, no rings, no stretchers...no strap-ons…” Cole said.

“Do you like those
things?” she asked.

“It’s
all...negotiable.” He watched carefully and saw her breathing
catch. Well, at least I’m not the only
one.

“So noted,” she
said, breathless, “Cole, I learned about being in the life after
I’d come out of an abusive relationship. That’s when I learned
about safety, about negotiating, give and take, and about what
makes a good Dom. Hell, I barely knew anything about
aftercare.”

Cole winced. It
hurt him to think this beautiful, sensitive woman had been denied
that most important thing. He knew all too well that without
aftercare, it’s easy to feel used and cast aside.

“And I learned all
of that after I decided I would never use this equipment again.”
Mason said.

He looked at her,
a bit surprised. “Yet this room exists,” he pointed out, “Why?
Either you intend to use it again or it stands as a memorial to
that abusive relationship.”

She looked at him
carefully, then turned away, not sure she wanted to go down this
road anymore but in a way, she felt like she owed it to him to at
least answer this question. “I felt like an idiot once I really
knew, really understood what was supposed to have been happening. I
felt like I’d just been a sex slave. That took a minute to get
over.”

He lightly pulled
her shoulder to turn her around to face him. He just wanted a
moment to look into her eyes, to gauge what she was feeling. He
brushed her hair back and ran his fingers lightly through it. He
kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry that you had
to go through that and that you got hurt.” He thought for a minute.
He looked carefully around the room again. The thick mattress, the
soft chair, the padded swing seat; as he put this all together, he
took a slow breath and closed his eyes. A deep, silent anger began
to run through him once again. He looked back into her eyes.
“Mason, is that how your back got hurt? Did he hurt you?” he asked
bluntly.

She noticed his
eyes going dark. She couldn’t stop the tears that threatened to
fall. She looked down. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know how
to tell you that when you asked me. I really...I just let it slip,”
she stammered over the words, “you know, that I had back problems
and...and then you asked me how my back got hurt and I couldn’t
very well say, ‘Oh in my dungeon,’” she wiped her eyes and softly
laughed.

He pulled her to
him to hold her tightly against his chest. He wished these moments
could take away all of her pain. He wished that she could feel the
deep affection he had for her and that it could instantly fix
everything. These were the times when he felt like he just wasn’t
enough. He whispered into her ear, “Why would you still want any of
this?” He held her tighter.

She pulled back
and looking into his eyes, she spoke softly. “I thought about
getting rid of all of it. In the end, though, it still excited me
to think that someday someone might come along that would know how
to use all of this properly and could bring me an immense amount of
pleasure with it, so I changed my mind and I decided to keep this
room, but I haven’t used it since he left. I’ve met people who
think that this life is interesting and exciting, but they have no
knowledge and no desire to understand that there are boundaries,
and that consent is a thing. I’ve met straight-up abusers who
unfortunately, I guess, were easy to spot because of my previous
experience and I’ve met men who are completely opposed to the whole
idea of it,” she paused and cocked her head to the side slightly,
“and now I’ve met you.”

He could feel the
tension building. He kissed her cheek. “I would never hurt you, my
dear,” he whispered in her ear. He hugged her close once more
before letting go. He walked over to examine the headboard cabinet.
Ticklers were one of his favorite things to use. He closed his eyes
briefly to imagine her writhing, restrained, sweat-covered body
under his skilled hands.

“Anything in there
off-limits?” she asked.

He looked around
the room carefully, then back at her, smiling a bit salaciously.
“Nothing in this room is off limits, my dear.” He walked to her and
slipped his hands around her soft, thick waist as he stepped behind
her. He leaned in and whispered in her ear, “But I think we need to
get out of here before we have to find out.”

She closed her
eyes and leaned back against him. It was a delicious feeling, his
body conformed to hers, his soothing voice in her ear. She shivered
deep against him.

“Mmmmmm, you feel
so good against me,” he said softly, “but your body is quivering,
darling, and we should stop before we get carried away.” She pulled
away and turned to face him. She looked up at him and he nearly
lost control when she did. Her eyes were always going to be his
weakness and this…this look from under her lashes was toying with
him. “Should we?” she asked.

“Christ,” he
exhaled softly. He froze for a minute, lost in her eyes, her
closeness, her scent. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
Looking back into her eyes he said, “Yes…Yes we should.” He took
her hand and led her toward the door. She reset the lights and put
the remote back on the shelf.

As he walked her
down the hall, he was trying to re-pack the powerful feelings he
got from that room, those moments. He intensely wanted her, but he
knew this wasn’t the time. It was just the emotionally loaded
atmosphere and its associations. He was emotionally and mentally
drained and his body was quickly following suit. More than
anything, he wanted to cuddle her, protect her, and relax with
her.

He grabbed two
bottles of water and followed her to the sofa.

“So, now that you
know what’s in that room, what do you think?” she asked, matter of
factly

“It was completely
unexpected, I’ll tell you. You’ve really got an impressive rig,” he
said.

She smiled, “Kinda
means a lot coming from you.”

“I’d be lying if I
said I haven’t been thinking about all the things I want to do with
you in there,” he said, a bit seductively. “Come here,” he smiled
at her and patted the seat next to him. She moved over, snuggling
under his arm. He put his head back for a moment to take the
unexpected events of this evening all in. Her body close to his was
a heaven he never wanted to leave. “You drew down on me,” he said.
She sat up and looked at him.

“Yes, and I would
do so on any intruder,” she said.

“You didn’t know
it was me?” he asked.

“Nope. Not one
hundred percent, I didn’t,” she replied. “Not until I made a
positive ID.”

He looked at her.
She really could take care of herself. She wasn’t nervous when she
had him at gunpoint. She was confident and in charge and
safe.

“I’ll remember to
let you know when I’m here from now on,” he chuckled and pulled her
back under his arm. “I can’t lie. It was a bit...arousing.” He
kissed the top of her head.

“So noted,” she
giggled. “Honey,” she said gently and looked up at him. “I’m tired.
Can we go to bed? I wanna cuddle with you.”

“Yes, dearest,” he
said, smiling, “Let me put you to bed.”

Cole washed up in
the guest bathroom and thought about these recent events. He
himself was shocked that this evening didn’t end up with the two of
them, naked together. He felt so much empathy and love for her. He
was enamoured by her attention to the details, his feelings, his
needs. He made a mental note to look for ways he could better take
care of her and to check with her often to make sure she did the
same for herself. She was smart, funny, caring, and quirky and he
was falling deeply in love with her, and it terrified him. He
considered that he should just move past his painful memories, but
he somehow couldn’t shake the feeling of fear. For right now, he
was looking forward to holding her close to him and finally getting
a comfortable night’s sleep.

Mason washed up in
the master bath. She was exhausted from the conversation, but she
felt accomplished to think that she could navigate this with Cole
and support him. She always knew she was a giver, but he needed her
in diverse ways, and it was quite fulfilling for her to learn the
things he required and be there for him.

He was already in
bed when she walked into the bedroom. She was looking forward to a
restful night. The hotel bed had been terrible for her back. He put
his phone down as soon as she walked in. He turned on his side
facing her and pulled back the covers. She giggled and slid in next
to him. “Comfy?” he asked.

“Yes, you’re very
comfortable,” she said and laid down next to him. He reached over
and tugged on her hip to bring her close. He nearly fell asleep
before he could wrap his arm around her.


CHAPTER
12

The week went by
with no issues at 303 and by Friday, Cole had cleared the network
and turned over the project to his red team. He was thrilled that
the sale was able to go through without too much delay and he never
thought he could be so moved to see Mason’s smile the day she told
him. He was falling for her in deeper and more profound ways that
he’d never felt before. In some way, it was exciting and energizing
to experience these new emotions, the high he felt just being near
her and feeling the softness of her skin next to him was unlike
anything in his past. In some ways it frightened him because he
knew that the deeper he fell for her, the more deeply he would be
hurt if this didn’t work out. Some days, he vowed to make it work
and others, he tried to think about letting it go. So terrifying
was the pain of this falling apart that he sometimes considered
leaving before it could get worse. In the final analysis, those
thoughts were so irrational to him that he pushed them aside.
Working on building something with her seemed to him safer and more
controllable than leaving it behind…and
for what? More loneliness? More waiting for the “one”?
He didn’t believe in that anyway. Here, in front
of him, was a beautiful, smart, sexy, kind woman with whom he
seemed to be incredibly compatible. He’d come to trust her so
deeply that it gave him confidence to be his authentic self and
live his life without worrying about their relationship. That by
itself was so valuable to him that even in his worst moments of
doubt, he just couldn’t see himself letting her go.

Mason couldn’t
contain her excitement that this deal had finally gone through.
There would be a bit more work involved but her commission was
going to be the biggest she’d ever earned. She was beginning to
feel like some part of the Universe was finally smiling on her.
This deal went through, the firm was getting a new, much needed
assistant, and Cole was the sweetest part of the entire package.
She was falling in love with him truly and deeply. She had mostly
stopped trying to think her way out of avoiding the pain of this
relationship possibly collapsing. She wanted to build something
with him, and she was nearly all in. He was fresh. He understood
and accepted her quirkiness and, most of all, he was
extraordinarily caring. He seemed to care for her in a fundamental
way, as if he had appointed himself the guardian of her spirit and
she surprisingly, willingly submitted to him. She craved the moment
when they could discover each other physically but for now, she
enjoyed his affection, the holding, the touching, and forehead
kisses were now fundamental for her happiness.

Mason’s phone
buzzed. It was Cole.

“Good afternoon,
Hon,” she answered.

“God, I love
hearing you say that” he said, softly. She could hear his smile
through the phone. He continued, “I just wanted to let you know, I
need to head back downtown to the hotel.”

“Why?” She felt
that old knee-jerk reaction of being abandoned again but this time
she consciously brushed it off. She wondered if there would ever be
a time when it wouldn’t happen at the slightest hint of him leaving
her.

“The hotel has
some resources built in that enable me to have direct wired access
to sites. It’s a legacy cable system on the property that I exploit
to avoid using the internet or cell technology for some of my jobs.
It’s actually something unique to a lot of hotels and buildings in
Manhattan and a few in the other boroughs. London and some older
cities have something similar, none of them are as extensive.” He
paused. No sense getting too
technical.

“Ohh, the lights
have come on,” she giggled.

“Now you see,” he
said, “that’s why I have to stay in my room and be present and be
alone when my equipment is plugged in. Anyway, it’s a short job, a
few days. You can stay with me if you want to.”

“Honestly, Cole,
let’s play it by ear,” she said. “The hotel bed is not comfortable
for me, and I need to be on for the next few days while we finalize
this deal. I’ve got one other smaller deal to tie up and I’ll be in
the office late this week anyway.” She paused for a moment and
lowered her voice. “But I’ll miss feeling your skin on mine when I
sleep.”

Cole audibly
gasped. “Christ, Mason, you...the way you...your turn of phrase,”
he was stumbling, “I’ll miss it too, m’love.”

“Mmm, so tonight,
I’ll be here until eight,” she said. “Then I’m just going home to
sleep because my client in the other deal is in a different time
zone, so I’ve got to be in the office at five am.”

“Sounds brutal for
you,” he said, a bit sarcastically. “Can you update your schedule
just so I know when you’ll be staying late?” he asked. “I worry
about you.”

“It’s already
updated. This next week’s just gonna be weird for us, I guess.” She
trailed off. She was feeling fairly disappointed at being in the
apartment alone.

“Ah, don’t worry,
love,” he said, “If you’re in the neighborhood, mi casa es su casa
and all that,” he chuckled. “I’ve got to run. I’ll call you later,
Darling.” He tried to sound casual, but he was already dreading
being without her.

Sleeping alone
wasn’t doing it for him. Cole didn’t sleep normal hours anyway but
tonight without Mason next to him, he fiercely ached for her
presence. He looked at his watch. 0100. He wanted to text her, call her
but he respected her schedule. He didn’t want to be the reason she
made any mistake or misstep. At the same time, trying to remember
the smell of her perfume, the feel of her gentle touch was
occupying his mind and when he tried to shut down, he could see her
gorgeous eyes, her brilliant smile in his mind and it was driving
him mad. There was nothing for it. He was out of coffee and decided
to walk down to the neighborhood diner. It would be an hour or so
before the closing time crowd came in and a quiet cup of coffee and
change of venue might calm him. He was getting dressed when a knock
came at the door. His mood was steadily deteriorating, and he
wasn’t for any kind of nonsense right now. He grabbed his keys and
opened the door. There stood Mason. She was wearing a coat over
some sweats and carrying a pillow and Kasey.

He laughed out
loud. She walked past him and put her overnight bag on the couch.
She turned around and said, “I’m going to bed. At least I can get a
couple of hours of good sleep. You, me, bed, NOW!” and she headed
to the bedroom. He stripped down to his briefs on the way, not
bothering with pajamas. He got into bed and eagerly tugged her hip
back against him. As he pulled the duvet over them, she sighed and
moaned slightly as she pushed even closer to him. He wrapped his
arm around her waist just a little tighter. His mind quieted and
his soul rested. She was completely and utterly necessary for his
peace and he knew he couldn’t change it if he wanted to.

She took her bags
with her in the morning, and he woke to an empty bed. He got
straight to work so that he’d have time to see her later. This
project was going off without any issue, so he’d be done in a few
days, probably before the weekend and he was looking forward to
spending it with her.

When Mason finally
looked up from her work, the office was empty. Jay came around the
corner and popped into her office.

“Hey, kiddo, I’m
leaving. You’re the last one. Are you gonna be ok here?”

“Jay, you always
ask me that, how many years now?” she giggled.

“Well, sometimes,
things change. If you weren’t comfortable tonight, I’d stay or walk
you out. You know that,” he said, chuckling.

Jay had always
been like a father to Mason, since she came to the firm. He and his
husband had basically adopted her as their own and they were both
quite protective of her. She deeply appreciated their presence in
her life, especially when it came to relationship
advice.

“Yes, I do know
and yes, I hugely appreciate you doing that. I’ll be fine. I’m
probably only staying until eight.”

“Ok, then, see you
tomorrow,” he said and walked out. Mason was listening for the
security door to latch when her phone buzzed. It was Cole. “Hello,
darlin,” she said.

Cole paused for a
moment. “Conway Twitty?” he asked.

She laughed. “Yes!
More surprises! What’s up, Hon?”

He chuckled. “It’s
six o’clock. Thought I’d bring you dinner, maybe some
wine?”

“At the office?”
she asked, a bit surprised.

“If that’s ok,” he
said. “You’ve seen my office. I think it’s only fair that I see
yours.”

She laughed then
lowered her voice, “So if I understand this correctly, Mr. Dixon,
you’ve shown me yours so now you expect to see mine?”

“That’s exactly
it, Pet,” he said, with a low growl.

“Ok, well, you
know where I am. Top floor,” she said, giggling softly. “Hey, for
wine, pick up something fizzy and sweet. When will you be here? I
might have to buzz you in.”

“Give me about an
hour, m’love.”

Mason was now
alone in the office. She worked on the stack of papers on her desk
for a while longer then looked out her windows. It was already
getting dark and any time she was in the city for sunset, she
always took a break to watch the city lights come up. It was a
special awakening in her that she couldn’t explain except that she
believed she was somehow intrinsically connected to this city. It
brought her joy and peace to be here. It was her friend, her lover,
and her comfort. She was still standing by the window when she
heard the chime. She checked the camera, and it was Cole. She
buzzed him in and headed for the door, meeting him halfway across
the office. He kissed her cheek and handed her the takeaway
bag.

“Just some
charcuterie from the pub,” he said, excitedly, “but this,” he
pulled out a bottle of Sensi Mosacato D’asti.

She smiled at him,
“My favorite!”

“Of course,” he
said, pleased that he made her smile, “I remembered and if I’m
being honest, when it comes to something fizzy and sweet, mine too,
right after you, of course,” he said with a smile. He stopped for a
moment to look around. The office lights were off, save for the
individual banker’s lights on the desks. Tall windows lined the
open room, and they were twelve floors above the city. It was
different up here, quiet, less chaotic. “Quite the view you
have.”

She looked at him,
taking him in as he casually stood there, hands in his pockets in a
leather jacket that she hadn’t yet seen. He had an easy style, slim
fit jeans, and a graphic dress shirt, mostly. It seemed to match
his outward demeanor, not bothered, safe and steady. She loved his
messy curls that seemed to find their own way round to framing his
face perfectly. She noticed his beard was getting a bit long. He
normally kept it close, but this length suited him well. He looked
comfortable, even a little cuddly standing here, the lights from
the city reflecting in his kind, innocent eyes. “Yes, it is,” she
said, looking back at the view. “Come on into my office,” she said,
a bit excited. She motioned for him to follow her.

She let him into
her corner office. To the north, the lights of Times Square lit up
the entire night. Cole was instantly drawn to the sight. He walked
over to the window.

“Christ, Mason,”
he said, “This is gorgeous!”

“Ohh, I absolutely
love this view,” she said, “location, location, location, ya know.”
She stood next to him. He looked at her, taking in the way her eyes
lit up for the city. He’d seen it many times and he wondered often
if she’d ever be able to live anyplace else because this city
invigorated her in an intangible way. “There is something
energizing about the city, especially the Square.” She smiled as if
she were looking at a lover. “This city is in my soul,” she said
emphatically. Then she giggled a little. “But I’m also hungry so
could be that too.”

“I came here to
fix that,” he said as she walked out and to get wine
glasses.

Cole shook his
head. “Wine glasses, in an office?” he queried, as she returned.
“You just drink wine all day, do you, boozer?”

“Define ‘all’,”
she smiled. “Once in a while maybe we have wine or champagne to
toast a new deal. We went through four cases on Tuesday with the
303 buyers,” she rolled her eyes. “As I think about it, this job
might not be great for my liver,” she said.

Lacey had outdone
herself on this order. Several UK cheeses made the cut, Red
Windsor, Double Gloucester, even a Cornish Yarg, along with the
mature cheddar that she’d been getting and Carr’s water biscuits.
She rounded everything out with several Italian meats and both
Mason and Cole were utterly enjoying the lot.

Mason got up to
clear the dishes. “No, darling, sit. I got this. So,” Cole began,
“Everyone was pleased with the final sale?” he said as he began
clearing the remnants of their dinner from her desk.

“Yes,” Mason
replied, “We’re still ironing out some minute details but, if I
wanted to, I could literally retire on my commission.”

Cole looked
surprised. “Is that what you intend to do?” he asked.

“Absolutely not,”
she chuckled. “I love this. In fact, I jumped right into another
deal without stopping. I really love selling New York but I also
love making people happy. I don’t think seeing a new owner being
thrilled to settle into a new space is ever going to get old for
me. You know sometimes, it’s because they are sure that space is
going to help them grow or moving occurred because of their growth.
It’s just as thrilling for me to know I was part of that,” she
said, with a sheepish grin. “You don’t want to hear about
this.”

“Absolutely I do,”
Cole said, in a rather chastising tone. He stood up and took her
hand, bidding her to stand. She was facing him with her back to her
desk. He reached down and put his hands under her hips and picked
her up, sitting her on her desk. They were eye to eye now and she
tried to cross her legs.

“No, dearest,” he
said softly, pushing her legs apart and standing between them,
sliding his hands around her waist as she rested her arms on his
shoulders. He could feel the heat coming from between her legs and
his desire for her was rising in an unpredictable way. He looked
into her eyes and reached up to take her hair down. As it fell
loosely around her shoulders, she put her head back slightly and
closed her eyes. She loved how relaxed she felt when he took her
hair down. He was so careful and gentle with each clip and pin, and
it sent small shivers through her body each time he removed
one.

“I love to see the
way your eyes light up and how animated you get when you’re talking
about your job,” he said, smiling gently. “And if you like making
people happy, you need look no further than my eyes to see how
happy I am to be with you.” He softly put his hand around her
throat as she looked into his eyes. He kissed her cheek and more
eagerly kissed her neck. He didn’t know if it was the mood, the
wine, or the city lights but he was feeling her like he had not
before when he heard her whimper softly.

“Shhh,
sweetheart,” he whispered. “If I hear you moan, I’m not going to be
able to control...control...this…” He took a deep breath and pulled
back, placing his lips on her forehead. He could feel her body
shaking under his hands. “I’m sorry love. I wasn’t...I didn’t think
it would feel...like this...this good,” he said as he hugged her
tightly.

She wrapped her
arms around him and slightly dug her nails into his back through
his shirt. She closed her eyes and a tear fell as she tried to take
a ragged breath. This was intense and she didn’t know if he knew he
was emotionally edging her but tonight, she was feeling an intense
arousal that she couldn’t contain. She was soaked between her legs
at this point, and she couldn’t stop the slight moan that escaped
her as she laid her head on his shoulder for a long moment while he
held her.

She pulled back
and looked into his eyes and put on a shy smile. “I didn’t either,”
she said softly, running her nails through his curls. “But I’m
enjoying the unexpected...which happens a lot with you,” she
giggled. She had to do something to break the tension.

He grinned. “I
love hearing about all the things that make you happy, sad, all of
you, Mason. I want all of you. Don’t ever think I don’t want to
listen.”

She cocked her
head to the side. “Me too, Cole. I’ll always be here for you. I
want to be the shoulder you cry on and the shelter you run
to.”

He pulled her to
him and held her tightly to his chest, kissing her forehead once
again. “Darling, I am going to head back to my hotel. Will you be
joining me tonight?”

She carefully
considered her answer. “Cole, I don’t think I will,” she said. She
saw the disappointment in his eyes as he stepped back from her a
bit. “Ok,” he said. He didn’t know what else to say but he
understood she might need some distance. “Are you alright?” he
asked. “This got a bit...intense. I’m sorry. ”

“Cole, I’m not
gonna lie,” she started. If he wants open
communication, he’s going to get this now. “Sometimes, when we’re close like this, it feels so good and
my body feels incredible under your touch and I get so...turned on
that when you leave the engine in idle afterward, it
almost...hurts.”

“Mason, hurting
you is never my intention and I’m so sorry,” he said.

“No...no,” she
continued, “not like that. I just don’t have a good way to describe
what I’m feeling, I guess.” She took a beat. “It feels good, but I
think because I don’t know what you meant to do, I don’t know how
to process what I am feeling...does that make sense?” She was
normally sure of her words but now, here, in this mood, clarity was
failing her.

He brushed her
hair back from her cheek. “I’m so sorry,” Cole said. “I’m sure this
has come off all wrong. I enjoy our closeness so much. I
overstepped tonight and I never meant to...take this so far.” He
looked into her eyes for some kind of read but got nothing. She was
good at hiding her emotions when she wanted to, and it frustrated
him.

She smiled gently
at him. “Don’t worry about it, Honey,” she said softly. “You didn’t
overstep but I don’t know if I could not overstep if I got next to
you tonight. You feel especially good right now.” She reached out
and ran her hands reassuringly down over his shoulders.

He smiled back at
her, still feeling like she wasn’t being completely open with him.
“Right, I’ll head back to the hotel and leave you to it. Please
call or text me when you get home,” he said, “Promise?”

“I promise,” she
giggled.

Cole decided to
walk back to the hotel as it gave him 10 blocks to rethink
everything. He hadn’t intended to play any games. He thought she
was ok with this level of intimacy and Christ, he never intended to
leave her feeling let down, emotionally or physically
and what am I waiting
for anyway? Suddenly he felt truly clear.
He wanted her, mind, soul, body, everything, to start moving
forward. He never felt so connected to anyone and yet, he was
holding back the physical union they both wanted.
Why? If it fell apart tonight, would it really
hurt less than if we’d made love already? He already had those memories of her gorgeous body next to
his, her scent, her soft skin on his. Did it really matter which
side of sex, before or after, they came from? The wreckage would be
the same if it all fell apart.

When he got to the
hotel, he went into the bar and sat down. He ordered a Guinness and
sat quietly, lost deep in thought. He wanted to feel completely
ready but was anyone ever truly completely
ready? At this point it seemed like some
unattainable, irrational state of mind he held for himself, and he
resolved to…

“Hey stranger,”
someone put a bag down on the chair next to him. He wasn’t paying
attention or listening, really.

“Sorry, I can
move,” he muttered and picked up his beer. He was getting ready to
move when he looked up. It was Mason. He froze for a minute. He
looked at the chair and saw the bag was her overnight bag. He tried
not to smile but he could barely help himself. Giving her a serious
look, he leaned against the bar between her and the overnight bag
and set his beer down. “Well, well. Fancy seeing someone like you
here.” He looked at his watch. “A lady shouldn’t be out this late,”
he said, deliberately looking her over a bit lewdly.

“What, a lady
can’t talk to a guy in a bar?” she asked.

“Ladies shouldn’t
talk to strangers, my dear,” he said. “Could be
dangerous.”

“Maybe I want to
do something dangerous, with someone dangerous,” she
countered.

“Maybe I’m far
more dangerous than you think,” he replied in a low growl. “But if
you really want to risk it all in one night, why not come up to my
room?”

She looked him
over and licked her lips. “I’m ready for something like that,” she
said, cocking her brow.

He looked at her
from under his brow. “Wait for me in the lobby,” he said, sternly.
He picked up her bag and she walked out to the lobby. He ordered a
bottle of wine and headed to the lobby to join her.

When they got to
the room, Cole opened the bottle and poured two glasses as Mason
put her bag in the bedroom. She’d left her hair down and she took
off her jacket but left her blouse on. It was very sheer, and Cole
was struggling to keep his mind level and focused as she walked out
of the bedroom. He looked at her sternly. “Mason, have a seat,” he
motioned to the couch.

She was a little
startled by his demeanor. She had been assuming they were playing
around, just a little game at the bar but now, not knowing what to
do with him and this odd mood, she sat down.

Cole brought her a
glass of wine and sat facing her on the couch. She reached up and
brushed his curls from his forehead.

“What is it,
Cole?” she asked. “Have I done something?”

“Oh, Christ, no,
Mason. I’m unhappy with myself,” he said, feeling like he’d been
holding his breath. “I just want to apologize. I never meant to
leave you feeling alone or abandoned.”

She sat back
slightly startled. She hadn’t said she felt abandoned. She did feel
that way, but she hadn’t said it and it was an eerie feeling to
have someone else in her head, as it were.

“I don’t know what
the physical side of this is all about right now,” he continued, “I
like feeling you close to me. You know I enjoy your softness,
forehead kisses, and holding your hand, holding you. I feel the
tension and I’ve said that before. Now I’m starting to feel so
close to you that my emotions are entwined with yours. I can’t
separate us anymore and I love it, I do. That said, I know I need
some time in this new headspace and I’m torn because I feel like
I’m being very selfish asking you to continue to stay close to me
physically and not meet your...needs. I don’t know what else to do
but apologize.” He was truly out of breath now, and he couldn’t
sort his thoughts and feelings any further. He felt partly defeated
but still hopeful that she just might understand and not give up on
him.

Mason caressed his
cheek and he leaned into her palm as was his wont. She pulled on
her wine. “Cole,” she said, firmly, “I’m solely responsible for my
feelings. At face value, you can’t make me feel any way that I
refuse to. That said, emotionally, yes, we’re pretty stuck together
now. I’m so tuned into you that I swear I know when you wake up
each morning, even though I’m not there,” she laughed gently. “It’s
like I feel you coming alive for the day, only because you’ve
allowed me to be so close and I don’t take that lightly. I’m very
honored.” She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. She looked
back at him and continued, “I want you to touch me and hold me. I
want to do all the physical things we do. I’m literally here
tonight because I knew I wouldn’t sleep without you next to me.
Just understand, I have been badly touch-starved for so long that
my mind and my body aren’t fully under my control when I’m close to
you and I’ve just stopped trying to suppress it. When you whisper
in my ear, when I feel your breath on my skin, when I hear your
voice, the arousal is intense as fuck. I’m going to shiver,
whimper, or moan. That’s what you bring out of me and I’m tired of
trying to hide it. I understand the physiology and I know that some
of those intimate moments are eventually going to leave me feeling
without fulfillment. It is what it is, but I accept it. At the same
time, if I need to take a break because of how I’m feeling, I hope
you understand.” She was exhausted and the wine was going to her
head. “That’s as honest as I can be with you. No
bullshit.”

He couldn’t bear
what he was hearing. He didn’t want to be the cause of any pain for
her, but he knew he needed more time to sort through his fresh
feelings for her. He glanced toward the bedroom. “Are you still ok
with…”

“Hey, Hon, let’s
not get into that. I’m ok with all of this or I wouldn’t have come
here tonight,” she said. “I’ll sort it out as I go. I realize we’re
different but I’m trying to walk your way some. Hopefully, we can
meet in the middle?”

He winced. She
wasn’t saying it, but he suddenly felt as though he’d been fairly
selfish and unfair to her. “Yes, I can do that, darling.” He smiled
and looked at his watch. “It’s late and we need to sleep. What do
you think?” He leaned in and kissed her forehead.

“I’m exhausted,”
she said, quietly. “But I’m happy I’m here with you.”


CHAPTER
13

Cole wrapped up
his project over the next couple of days and his contact with Mason
had been rather limited. They were both working late hours and
she’d opted to stay at her apartment. He didn’t press her on the
reason. He had to be willing to let go too and not push her but
damn he missed her lying beside him. He’d barely bothered to sleep
as it was mostly a lost cause. He was looking forward to spending
the weekend with her but as luck would have it, he needed to go
back to his home office for a briefing. His next job was going to
be in New York, but his client was in the UK. It was Friday and at
least they’d have tonight. He headed over to meet her at her
apartment and he wasn’t sure what they’d do but it was early for
New York, so anything was an option. He got to the car park just as
she was getting out of the car. Her hair was down, and she looked
stunning in the fading sunlight. He walked over to the
car.

“Can I help with
something, Darling?” he asked.

She looked up at
him and smiled her biggest smile, throwing herself into a hug with
him. “I’ve missed you so much, Honey,” she said. He pulled her
tightly to him, as if he were trying to make up for all of the
hugs, he’d missed this week. He experienced the warm, comforting
feel of her body against him anew each time they met.

“I’ve missed you
too,” he said, kissing her forehead. Her eyes were sparkling, and
she seemed a bit more animated than usual as they walked to the
apartment.

“I have amazing
news,” she said to him, a bit breathless, as they went through the
door. She nearly skipped to the counter, next to the kitchen.
“Today I closed on a house on the Island! If it wasn’t for the 303
deal going through, I wouldn’t have been able to get it!” She was
standing at the counter, going through her mail, nearly giddy to
share her news with him. “I’m moving this week!”

He looked around,
“A lot to pack, innit?”

“Nnnnope!” she
said. “Packers and movers come Wednesday.”

Of course, she
hired someone. He chuckled to himself. He
started to wonder if anyone in New York did anything for
themselves. He was genuinely thrilled for her and as he stood,
taking her in at this moment, he thought her smile couldn’t have
been bigger. It was infectious and like a balm for his soul, he let
her happiness wash over him for a moment.

“You have to come
see it,” she said firmly, her eyes sparkling. “It’s in Port
Washington. We can go tomorrow if you’d like.” She looked into his
eyes, trying to read his response.

He smiled his
biggest smile for her. “Congratulations, m’lady, first of all. I’m
so incredibly happy for you! I didn’t even know you were
looking.”

“I wasn’t but this
came up so fast. It has a pool and I’ve always liked going to Jay’s
house to just float around the pooool like a soggy crumpet,” she
motioned airily as she drew out the word, “So I jumped. Offered
cash in full and I got an incredible deal.” She was pretty damned
pleased with herself for closing this one.

For a moment, he
looked forward to spending time with her there. A private pool? He liked the idea of
lounging poolside with her...maybe he was being a bit hasty with
that daydream. “I would love to come and see this new house with
you, m’love,” he walked over next to her and leaned on the counter
putting his keycard down. “But I’m due to catch a flight tomorrow
back to London.” He saw her eyes drop. “But I will be texting you
and calling you and it will only be for one week,” he said, his
eyes twinkling. He was doing that stuffie thing that so endeared
him to her.

She brightened up
a little. “Then?” she cocked an eyebrow at him,
hopefully.

“Then,” he paused
for a beat, “I will be coming right back to New York, and I’ll be
here for several months, probably through the summer. I have a
long-term job, apparently, so it’ll be nearly a year before I’ll go
back to London.” She’d noticed he had stopped calling London
“home”. “I’m supposed to be staying downtown but I’d like to see
you as much as I possibly can, if you can put up with me.” He
looked into her eyes for a read. He didn’t want to push.

She closed her
eyes for a moment and hated what she was about to say. She was
afraid it might scare him off but dammit, her heart was about to
override her good sense.

“You could stay
with me,” she posited as lightly and casually as she possibly
could. “No pressure, of course. I have four bedrooms. You get
three...well two, to pick from and it’s only an hour commute if you
have to go into the city.” She tried to sell it.

He looked into
those hopeful blue eyes and smiled. It sounded wonderful to him,
really. He blinked slowly and gave himself a moment to imagine
“playing house” with her. Waking her with a soft kiss every
morning, putting the kettle on for tea, cooking breakfast for
her...Maybe later. He shook it off for now.

“That sounds
incredibly lovely, but you know I have to stay in a hotel that’s
wired,” he said. He hated the disappointed look in her eyes, and
this was one of those moments he felt as though throwing caution to
the wind would work for him. At the same time, he liked eating and
wanted to continue doing so on a regular basis so
maybe not throw away the job for the beautiful
girl right now.

He thought for a
moment. “Let me look at something, darling.” He pulled out his
phone. “Where did you say the house was? Show me on this
map”

“Port Washington
on Long Island,” she answered and pointed out the cul de
sac.

“There’s one wired
hotel close by. A few blocks actually. How does that sound?” he
asked, using his best sales hook.

She laughed. “You
can’t sell a salesman,” she lightly cautioned. “But that sounds
perfect.” She was smiling again.

“And,” he moved
closer to her and took her hand, “we can have sleepovers if you
want to,” he’d gone full stuffie mode again, “when I can, and and
we’ll make pillow forts and talk and I can ask you how your day was
and you can ask me about mine and I’ll bore you with all the
technical details,” his stuffie self said, grinning
playfully.

“That sounds like
a deal, sir,” she giggled.

Suddenly he felt
an irresistible urge to kiss her. It would be a big step for him
and there would be no turning back but today, her joyful mood had
permeated his shell and now he wanted to experience her more
deeply. There would be no forgetting this feeling, no magic spell
to banish this memory, and no avoiding the thought of how soft her
lips felt, how wonderful she made him feel, if he took her in his
arms right now. He brushed a slightly shaky finger slowly down over
her tender cheek and rested his hand on her shoulder. Her skin was
smooth like fine porcelain and her eyes locked with his, open to
his advance. He slipped his other hand out of hers and slid it
gently around her waist to the small of her back. He slowly but
firmly pulled her close to him and he could feel her soft body
gradually conform to his. He could smell the flowers in her
perfume, the tropical scent in her hair, even the light fragrance
of her makeup. This was right. This felt perfect, as if it were
always meant for him like some divinely preordained destiny. He
leaned in, bringing his lips close to hers. She moved to meet his
trembling lips and as he gently slid his hand from her shoulder
across her chest and around her neck, their lips met. He tasted the
inside of her mouth, wet and warm. Her tongue entwined with his and
it thrilled him when she moaned lightly into his mouth as he felt
her whole body quiver against him. His knees weakened as he felt
her soft tongue rim the inside of his lips. He suddenly wanted
desperately to stay and take on this new journey with her.
What the fuck to do now? I’m leaving her in less
than 24 hours. He slowly pulled away and
looked at her. She hadn’t opened her eyes.

She couldn’t
believe that this was the moment. She wrapped her arms around his
neck and tangled her fingers in his curls as he leaned in to kiss
her. She’d waited for that first sweet kiss, fantasized about it,
not knowing if it would be a passionate, rough, take-me kind of
kiss or, like this, soft, gentle, wet, deep. She’d wanted it on so
many nights, the frustration hung so thick in the air that she’d
cried but this, this kind, slow, warm mingling of their lips, it
felt glorious, as if she’d just glimpsed Heaven. His arm around her
waist and his firm hand on her neck felt safe and she felt his
inherent strength pass into her soul. This
would be the moment, wouldn’t it? Right before he has to
leave and this would probably be the
longest week of her life, waiting on his calls, yearning to hear
his voice, read his texts, get any word from him, agonizing over
what he was doing and wondering if he was taking care of himself.
At the same time, she felt a calmness inside that told her things
would be so much better when he returned. She opened her eyes and
looked deeply into his, taking it all in. Everything, the cedar
smell of his cologne, the feel of his skin, his warm and gentle
touch, his strong arm around her waist, the feel of his hand around
her neck. She wanted to remember all of these things while he was
away, and she struggled now to imprint them on her
memory.

He slid his hand
tenuously across her chest slightly and then, as tempting as it
might have been, he avoided touching her breast and gently slipped
his hand down over her shoulder and around her waist, pulling her
still closer. He could feel a heat coming from her skin and it
comforted him like a warm duvet. He looked into those somewhat
dangerous blue eyes.

“Bit naughty
that,” he murmured. She trembled as she bowed her head and looked
up at him, quite coyly.

“Yep,” a soft shy
smile crossed her lips. She brought her hands down to rest on his
chest. She froze slightly, not knowing what was next.

He lightly kissed
her forehead and stepped back, sliding his hands from her waist,
and taking her hands in his. “I need to go pack, m’love, but we
need to celebrate your new house tonight before I leave. How about
we meet at the pub for dinner tonight?”

She smiled and
nodded, still trying to catch her breath. He looked at her, hair
slightly tousled, eyes shining in the narrow stream of sunlight
that had slipped through the window, her body still inviting his
touch. If she only knew how easily he’d stay if she’d ask just one
time.

He shook his head
free of the thought and looked at his watch. “I’ll see you
at...say...seven?”

Mason fixed her
best platonic smile, “Seven it is...loov,” she tried her best to
imitate his accent.

He chuckled a
little at her. “An attempt was made,” he said grandly, smiling
widely as they walked to the door. He looked back at the apartment
for what would be his last time seeing it but where he knew he’d
always remember his first beautiful and perfect kiss with this
amazing woman.

“On to a new
adventure. I’m sorry I won’t be here to help you. I would, you
know.” He looked at her as they walked to the elevator.

She raised her
eyebrows at him and slid her card to summon it, “Hon,
I’m not about to help
move this place. I wouldn’t expect you to.”

He grinned and
shook his head as he got on the lift, remembering the few times he
had to move house and how much he’d loathed it. She was doing it
right. He turned to look at her again. “Seven. Don’t forget.” He
tapped his watch as if to remind her.

She gave him a
half smile. “You’re kinda unforgettable,” she giggled. “I’ll be
there.”

He rode the
elevator down, thinking about how relaxing it would be to get into
some comfortable clothes for dinner. He could still taste the
subtle clay of her lipstick on his lips. He wondered if that shade
was neutral enough to not show on him. At the same time, he didn’t
really care since it reminded him of that sweetest of moments when
his lips finally met hers after weeks of intense longing. Then it
occurred to him her lipstick was probably expensive enough to not
to transfer. Why did he always think about these minutiae? Why did
he feel like he had to analyze every event? He shrugged the thought
off. Analysis protected him. Reduced things to black and white
data, instead of wishes and feelings, the memory of which could
torture him later. Sleeping on his couch for months was nothing he
wanted to re-live. He walked out to the street and turned toward
the underground. He was going to call an Uber but maybe the tube
ride would clear his head of the euphoria he was still feeling from
holding her close to him, remembering the warmth of her lips on
his, and at the same time thinking he shouldn’t let that feeling
sink in too far. Probably too fucking
late, he thought as he boarded the car. He
sat down next to an older lady. “How are we today?” he asked, at
once thinking that was quite uncharacteristic of him.

She looked at him
closely and paused before answering. “I’m well. I hope you are,”
she said, still staring at him.

He carefully
considered her look. Maybe the lipstick
wasn’t as transfer-proof as I thought. He
used his thumb to try to wipe it away from around his
lips.

She leaned close
to him, noticing what he was doing. “A good liner will keep it from
bleeding like that,” she offered quietly, “and just blot it a
little with some powder to set it, but it looks good on
you.”

He looked at her,
unsure how to react but kind of wanting to play into this, being in
an oddly light mood. He liked wearing makeup, anyway and
why turn down free advice?

“Thank you,
dearest,” he said smiling, “but do you really think this is a good
shade or should I go with more of a peach?” he asked, with all
seriousness.

She looked a
little closer, “You know a peach would really pop with your dark
hair and eyes, sweetie,” she replied. She seemed pretty pleased
with his interest.

As she stood to
get off at the next stop, he said, “I really appreciate your help,
Mum. I hope you have a lovely day, for what’s left of it.” She
shyly smiled at him, “You too, hon,” she patted his arm.

What the fuck has
got into me? Talking to perfect strangers, comfortable in your own
skin? Where the fuck is THIS coming from? He couldn’t imagine it was all stemming from taking that small
step to get closer to Mason, but she did really make him
feel...like someone.

Mason shut the
door behind her and walked back the hall to her bedroom. Her heart
was still racing as her mind kept replaying their first, deeply
intimate kiss. Every time she remembered how gently his full, soft
lips pressed into hers, how deliciously warm and wet his mouth felt
on her tongue, her whole body shivered. She wanted to look amazing
for him tonight, take his breath away the way he did when he kissed
her. She opened her large, walk-in closet and thought about what to
wear. This was just the pub, but it would be her last night with
him for a minute and they were celebrating something after all. She
found a black low-cut top and faux leather pants she’d picked up at
Saks. They looked really good together but...she’d recently got a
fashion harness that she thought would look good with them. She’d
throw a jacket over and it’d be the perfect accessory. Her outfit
sorted, she slipped into a shower, looking forward to seeing Cole
tonight.

Cole punched the
button inside the elevator to his floor. He thought about how much
he didn’t want to leave Mason right now. His body still trembled
when he thought back to the moment their lips met, the elegant
softness of her body completely cleaved to his and the heat he felt
in their closeness. He’d taken a big step with her and now he just
wanted to see where this would go next. He slid the key card and
opened his door.

He grabbed his
suitcase and threw it on the bed. He unzipped it and threw his
clothes into it, carelessly. He looked at it for a moment. He was
getting messy again. Staying in good habits helped him stay on
track, kept him from slipping into living in an emotional state
that wasn’t good for his health. He unpacked, folded his clothes
properly and re-packed them. He thought his everyday jeans wouldn’t
be nice enough, but he didn’t really pack much for this trip and
had only added the incredibly nice suit from Maxwell’s clothier. He
had those leather pants...nah, black
jeans, belt with the thigh harness. As he
slipped into the shower, he was having trouble overcoming the
growing sadness and ache inside. He REALLY didn’t want to leave
her, and the yearning was already setting in.

She walked into
the pub and scanned the bar area. It was a bit busier than normal
at this time. “Hey girl!” Lacey shouted and motioned to the back
tables. Mason walked to her. “Hey, baby,” she said as she hugged
Lacey close.

“Where have you
been, sweetie?” Lacey asked. “As if I don’t know.” She winked and
glanced back to where Cole was sitting.

Mason rolled her
eyes and smiled. “He’s a handful, girl,” she said. “What’s he got
back there?” she asked

“Just a Guinness,”
Lacey answered. “What do you want? I got your table
tonight.”

“How about a dry
martini?”

“I got you. Now
get back there. He’s been here a half hour already.”

Cole had been
waiting at a corner round booth. He was as anxious as a boy on a
first date for some reason. They’d been out before.
Why was tonight different? He stood up as he saw Mason approaching.

“Good God, Mason,”
he said, catching his breath. “You look gorgeous!” The leather and
harness were already turning him up. Where’s this outfit been? She had to
do this the night before I have to leave.

She was a little
flushed as well. “You look wonderful too,” she said, taking in the
entire look he had going, black jeans and dress shirt with the
thigh harness. She could nearly feel his strong legs under her
hands…

“Hey, guys!” Lacey
arrived at the table with drinks. “Another Guinness for you, sir,
and dry martini for the lady. Can I get you guys something to
start?”

“Give us a minute,
please dearest,” he grinned at Lacey.

“Sure thing,” she
said and walked back to the bar.

“My God, Darling,
you look incredible,” he gushed a bit. “I don’t think we ever
talked about it but your thoughts on PDA?”

She leaned over
and kissed him gently on the cheek. “There you go,” she
giggled.

He was nearly
blushing as he paused for a moment to take her in. Her hair was
down, she had that beautiful easy smile, and her eyes were
sparkling in the dim light, exactly like the night they met. “Right
then,” he took hold of her hand under the table and leaned over to
kiss her forehead. “I’ve asked Rupert what he would be open to
tonight and he said for us, anything. He said he’d just got some
nice lamb in for a party that cancelled. Do you like
lamb?”

“I love food,” she
chuckled, “I’m generally up for trying anything,” she said. “I’m
game.”

“Right, then I’ll
order for us if that’s ok.”

She smiled at him.
His negotiated chivalry was another odd, endearing quirk he had
that she positively adored.

Lacey returned,
“Are you ready now?”

“Yes,” Cole began,
“We’d like to get Lamb Henry, potatoes and whatever veg Rupert
wants to put in there.”

Lacey just stared.
“Cole, why am I here? If you’d talked to Rupert already, what am I
even doing here?” she laughed, and he laughed with her. “I’ll be
back to check on drinks.”

Mason sipped her
drink and Cole held up his glass, “Cheers to your new house and I’m
looking forward to getting back here to you,” he said.

She toasted and
said, “I’m really looking forward to the space and the quiet…I
really hope you’ll consider spending time with me there. Staying
over, you know…all the things you said.” She looked at him
carefully.

He was a bit taken
aback. Is she
losing trust in the things I’ve said? I’m
not having that. “Mason, when I say I’ll do
something, as much as possible, I do it, even things that seem
inconsequential like making pillow forts and telling you all about
my day,” he said, looking her into her eyes. He didn’t want her to
doubt him in the least. “I don’t say things for no reason…do you
see? I don’t make plans with people often. Honestly, I don’t enjoy
a lot of people around so if I’ve made plans with you, even
seemingly nebulous ones like this, we’re going to do it. Yes, I’ll
be spending as much time with you as you’ll allow. I want to
continue getting to know you.”

She felt a tear
starting. Why was it that him caring for her like this affected her
so deeply? Was she really that neglected in the past? She began to
consider that she wasn’t as self-aware as she thought. She lightly
brushed a tear away. “I’m sorry,” she started.

“No. No. Don’t
apologise, darling. Just tell me what you’re feeling,” he said,
squeezing her hand reassuringly.

She took a deep
breath. “You know what, Cole,” she said softly, “I don’t think
anyone’s cared about me like this or genuinely cared for me at all,
for that matter. I mean, men have thrown money at extravagant
dates, shopping, events, things like that to try to show how much
they wanted me. You haven’t done that, but you’ve made me feel more
wanted and cared for and secure than anyone. I just don’t think I’m
worth all that effort.”

Cole flinched. “My
dearest, of course you are and you’re certainly worth doing all
those other things. I wish my projects had been less time
sensitive. I’d have had time to take you shopping and to a show. I
promise you we will do that and more when I get back.” He stopped
and tipped his head slightly, looking more intently into her eyes.
“I’ve said this before, but you are the single most delightful
woman to ever come into my life. You match my weirdness,” he
giggled. “You match my energy so fluidly. We get along well which
makes me feel so very carefree. I adore so many things about you,
including your beautiful, compassionate heart.” He stopped short.
As he looked at her in the candlelight, he began to feel something
new, something he needed to get sorted and didn’t want to say too
soon. He felt like he wanted to make her his, own her, such that
she would profoundly trust and rely on him, but this was not the
time.

“You’re amazingly
kind and encouraging,” she said gently smiling, “I’m fairly
independent, confident, you know…but you make me feel like I can do
anything, face anything, take on the world.”

“You absolutely
can,” he said. “Look at everything you did just this week, Mason,”
he chuckled. “You’re brilliant and you’re only going to get better.
I promise you, when I get back, we’ll start working on us,” he
said. He had never, never
felt clearer about his path forward than he did
with her right now.

She smiled at him
from deep in her spirit. She felt so delighted at this moment, so
alive, so inspired by him. She felt confident in his words, and she
was looking forward to where things would go now.

Cole pulled out
his phone. “Look, I want to give you Shaun’s number, ok? If for any
reason you can’t reach me, he’s able to find me.”

She looked a bit
confused as she handed him her phone, “Do you live
together?”

“Yes,” he said,
putting Shaun into her contacts, “We’ve shared a flat for a while
now. I’m never there so he really has the place to himself. I trust
him with everything. I talk to him about everything, and he helps
keep me centered too.”

“Ok,” she said,
still slightly confused.

Cole noticed her
perplexed look. “Darling, he knows all about you, how I feel about
you. He’s my best mate. You should have his number just in
case.”

“Ohhh, ok, um
well, I don’t have anyone really, but Lacey generally keeps up with
me and my office always knows where I am.” She thought for a
minute. “You know, I think Shaun should have my number too so make
sure he gets it,” she said.

Cole stopped and
squinted at her. “Hmm, do I really want to give my mate the number
of the most beautiful girl in Manhattan?” He rubbed his chin
thoughtfully and she giggled at his silliness.

Lacey arrived at
their table with dinner. Rupert had outdone himself with the lamb
and Cole and Mason enjoyed his effort thoroughly. After they
cleared their plates and had put two bottles of wine down, Cole
looked at his watch.

“What time is your
flight?” Mason asked, feeling her anxiety rising slightly. She was
somewhat dreading being without him, even for this brief time.
Though she knew he’d be back, the missing him and longing were
unwelcome consorts.

“Eleven,” he
answered.

She thought for a
minute. She didn’t want to sound too desperate, but she already
felt lonely for him. “I could take you to the airport
tomorrow…”

He smiled and
lowered his voice. “Please stay with me tonight, Mason,” he said,
tracing his finger down her cheek and along her jawline. “I want to
lie next to you tonight, tenderly hold you close to me so I can
take the memory of having your lovely, supple body against mine
with me. Please.” He tipped her chin up slightly and leaned in,
kissing her lips gently. “Mason, I feel as if there’s a history
starting here.” He thought carefully, reaching for the right
phrase. “There’s a chapter drawing to an end tonight and there’s so
much that I long to do to you.” He looked at her and smiled,
expectantly.

“Kenny Chesney,”
she said, giggling lightly, “And yes. Yes, I’ll stay with you
tonight.” She was nearly entirely melted inside after hearing the
desirous words he uttered in that low, soft tone she’d come to
love. She certainly felt a weakness in her legs as they stood to
leave.

As they walked
back to the hotel, he held her hand tightly. He wasn’t keen on
leaving her, but he had to go, and he had to trust that she’d be
right here waiting when he returned. She felt like a giddy teenager
holding hands with her best guy. It all seemed a bit surreal and as
they walked, the rhythm of the city began to invade her spirit as
it usually did and now with Cole by her side, it felt as if the two
absolute best things in her life were perfectly coming
together.

“Cole, when you
come back, I want to show you the city,” she said, earnestly. “I
want to take you to a show and do some things like that. How does
that sound to you?” She looked at him, hopeful.

He grinned, “As I
said, I absolutely want to do that, m’love,” he replied. “This next
project is going to move slowly, or so I’ve been told, so I’ll have
more time, especially in the evenings.”

She giggled, “Yes!
Ok, I’m going to find a few things for us to do while you’re
gone,”

“Won’t you be busy
moving, at least unpacking?” he asked.

She looked at him
blankly. “How many times…? No. Literally they pack everything and
put it all away at the new spot.”

He stopped walking
and stared at her briefly. He laughed and shook his head. “You’re
really, really not
lifting a finger?”

“Nnnoooo,” she
said chuckling, “that is so not my style. I’m staying at a hotel
come Tuesday and I’ll be going to the house the following Monday.”
They laughed together and kept walking to the hotel.

He was keenly
aware of the feel of her soft, voluptuous body as they climbed into
bed, and he pulled her against him. He genuinely wanted to imprint
this moment as it would be a week before he could be next to her
again. He leaned over her and pulled lightly on her shoulder and in
response, she turned toward him slightly as he rested his hand on
her stomach. She felt her whole body shiver once again under his
loving caress, in fact, it happened any time he touched her skin.
He looked into her captivating blue eyes and leaned in to kiss her
deeply, needing to remember how her lips felt. “How I’ve dreamed of
kissing you good night, my darling,” he whispered. “It’s a
privilege for which I am infinitely grateful.”

“You’re doing it
again,” she said, a bit sleepily.

He grinned, “Doing
what?”

“That poetic way
you have of saying something. It’s beautiful. It’s…”

“Rhapsodic?” he
offered.

“Yes,” the light
went on, “Yes. You wax rhapsodic,” she giggled.

“Only for you my
dear,” he said, drawing her into yet another deep kiss. “Goodnight,
m’love.”

“Good night,
Honey,” she said and lightly kissed his lips again. She pulled his
arm around her a little tighter.

He lay his head
down to get some rest, but he was already dreading the coming
morning.


CHAPTER
14

He was just
pulling her hips to his again when his alarm went off. He turned it
off and pulled her body close, throwing his leg over hers for a
good morning embrace.

“Cole,” she said
softly. “This is a dangerous game you’re playing.”

He moaned
slightly, “Mmm...what’s that, darling,” he said, nuzzling and
kissing her warm neck.

“You know what
you’re doing,” she warned him lightly.

“No, no darling,”
he said, pushing his hips against her. “What?” he said, feigning
innocence. “Would I play a dangerous game with you?”

“Cole,” she said,
seductively, “It’s a dangerous game...turning off your alarm then
going back to sleep.”

He froze. She
started giggling. He lay back, laughing. “Ok, my dear, I’ll get up.
I need to call a car anyway,” he said, standing up for a
stretch.

“I can take you to
the airport if you want,” she offered.

He chuckled.
“Darling, no. It’s chaotic and I hate it. It’s no place for us to
say good-bye.”

She sat up and
slid back against the headboard. “Wup?” she asked

He came over to
her and cupped her cheek, “Sweetheart, I want to be able to kiss
you goodbye, properly,” he said gently as he sat on the bed, “and
look into your eyes and say farewell until next Monday. I can’t do
that in the drop-off lane at JFK,” he giggled.

“It’s just as
well. I need to go book my hotel,” she said, smiling sleepily at
him.

“Yes, you must and
I’m going to send you the most sexy texts while I’m gone,” he said
grinning, winking at her as he headed for the shower.

She got up and got
dressed. She would go home to shower. This was an intriguing
thought to her. Was their first sexual contact going to be through
text? That might be weird when they meet again but it might give
her some idea of things he liked, maybe things he didn’t. Maybe she
could learn his style, give him her likes and dislikes. She heard
the shower shut off. “Are you...are you asking me to do sexting
with you?” she called to him through the bathroom door.

Cole thought about
it as he dried his hair. It wasn’t what he was asking. In fact, he
hadn’t asked her anything but now he considered that he might fancy
that. It might be a way to get to know the things she enjoyed
without being in the moment. Would that be
fair to her? He knew that he wanted to own
every part of her, and he looked forward to coming back so they
could move on. While I’m gone,
though…He slipped his jeans on and walked
out to talk to Mason.

She had her
clothes on from the previous evening and coffee was brewing. She
glanced up and he saw she was brushing her teeth at the kitchen
sink. He broke out laughing. “At the sink? Gauche.”

She rinsed her
mouth. “Bitch, there’s only one bathroom,” she giggled. “Anyway,
I’m going home for a shower.”

“Not sure I like
that pet name as much as ‘Honey’ but ok,” he giggled. “Hey,
sooo...sexting?”

“Is that what you
were talking about?” she asked.

He walked over to
her. He brushed her hair back from her face and slipped his arm
around her waist. He leaned in and kissed her lips and once and
again and once again, melting into a deep passionate kiss. He loved
the taste and warmth of her mouth as her tongue rimmed his
lips.

“Mmmm,” he moaned,
“I LIKE when you do that,”

“You have such
full lips, Cole, I cannot help myself.” She smiled as she ran her
nails lightly across his bare chest.

“So, what does a
lady like you know about sexting?” he asked, trying unsuccessfully
to control a deep shiver.

“Maybe a little,”
she said. “My ex and I used to do it.” She squinted at him. “What
does a proper gentleman like you know about it?”

He chuckled.
“Maybe a little,” he said. “I did that with my ex too.” He paused.
“Is it something you’d want to do, or would it be unfair given that
we haven’t done that yet, talked much about it…and the
distance…?”

She looked up at
him from under her lashes. She wanted to make a sound decision, but
the wanton look in his eyes had her throwing caution to the wind.
“Listen, Cole. You know damn well I’d be lying if I said I didn’t
want to do it. Let’s just let it happen if it does. We’re grown
enough that if we’re not in the mood or it’s not working, we can
say so,” she said, and kissed his lips again.

He smiled at her,
“Fair enough.” She’s so easy. Christ, it’s
nice to just get along.

She waited with
him for his car to arrive and they stood outside the hotel
together.

“I know it might
sound strange, but I believe you’ll be coming back before long,”
she said, looking at him with that odd smile that she used when she
was playing her little game but this one escaped him.

He smiled,
slightly confused, and winked. “I suppose I might.” He saw the
faint disappointment race across her eyes, but she just lightly
laughed. His car was arriving. He pulled her to him and kissed her
one last time. As he pulled away from her, he looked deep into her
eyes for one more moment. Then it hit him. “Rockville,” he
whispered and chuckled.

She laughed.
“Yess! Hey, please be safe,” she said as he grabbed his
bags.

“I will darling.
You be safe too and look after yourself, please. Get on with your
move. I can’t wait to see the house when I get back.”

He headed for the
car. “Smokey,” she said, a bit loudly. He turned around. “Come
back!” she yelled. He laughed and nodded. He put his bags in the
car and when he turned around, she was gone. He sat in the back
seat and pulled out his phone.






-I miss you
already-






Mason walked into
her apartment. It felt very empty as it had all week. She was glad
she didn’t have to sleep in a hotel bed again, for tonight anyway.
She never rested well in hotels but sleeping without Cole next to
her wasn’t going to make her sleep any better here, but she knew
she was going to stay with him as much as possible when he got
back, and she was already anxious for his return.

As she showered,
she had a lot of time to think. She thought about how much she
loved the feel of his legs entwined with hers when they slept and
just from being near him, she felt safe and cared for. She couldn’t
ever remember someone wanting to be close to her so much without
always wanting her. She hadn’t had many relationships, but she’d had the
occasional lover or one-nighter. It was always a fast, instant,
passionate, completely physical attraction. Everything in New York
moved fast including love but this thing with Cole was like nothing
she’d ever known, and he was unlike anyone she’d ever met. This
felt more like a real romance, the kind she’d watched on soap
operas or TV shows when she was young. Cole was romantic,
deliberate, and intense. She loved his deep, soothing voice, the
way he looked at her as if he could see her soul and if he could,
he would know how intensely connected she felt to him. She felt him
throughout her spirit and his positive energy had penetrated those
dark places that she’d shut off long ago. He made her feel as if
her existence in the world was important somehow, as if the things
she did held more significance than she knew. He was this brand-new
adventure she couldn’t walk away from. She loved feeling his arms
slip around her waist. She felt a subtle strength from him as if he
were far more physically powerful than his physique would visually
imply. His skin was softer than she had expected and she loved
feeling his skin on hers for the few times it happened but for all
of the physical things that she loved about him, his soft curly
hair, his hazel green eyes, his 2 day beard, his gentle smile, his
contagious laugh, and his completely unhinged brows, it was the
gentle, peaceful, quietness of his soul and the innate joy in his
spirit that seemed to infect everyone lucky enough to be around him
that she craved most when he was apart from her. At this point, he
really was her peace.

He was
particularly good at drawing her out as well. He seemed to be able
to get right down to what she was feeling or the root of a problem
very quickly. She guessed that ability came from the nature of the
job he did because he seemed to be predictably consistent in how he
approached issues. His negotiation style was the same, calm and
methodical. She also noticed that he seemed to take from their
encounters what he needed first and, while she didn’t think that he
was by nature a selfish person, it was something she pondered. It
wasn’t important to her to make him stop doing it, but she wanted
to know why he did it. Did he feel like he needed to get
information up front before making a decision? And then why would that be? Was it
really out of what appeared to be his deep concern for overstepping
someone else’s boundaries? One thing was certain, for her, she had
never met anyone so keen on being tuned in to things she didn’t
like or wouldn’t like. At the same time, she realized that, while
he wanted to please her, it was more important to him to simply not
piss her off. It made her sad to think that he carried that baggage
from some other relationship, and it had become such a part of him
that he seemed to do it unconsciously. She hoped that with some
love and patience she could change that in him. She knew he would
be much happier concentrating on the positives in the relationship
than simply trying to not make her angry. She couldn’t say that she
wasn’t afraid of getting hurt but she also knew that she was
falling in love with his heart and his soul and that connection,
while intense and tightly bound, would also be her undoing if this
failed.

It was probably
good that Cole was going to be gone for a week. This would give her
some time alone to think about everything that had happened and
everything that she wanted to move forward with. She would take it
one step at a time, and she hoped that doing some things together
outside of work would help them get to know each other even more
and bind their relationship in a profound way.

Before she walked
out of the apartment to head downtown, she checked her phone. She
saw a text from Cole.






-I miss you
already-






She checked her
watch. 1030. He was probably still sitting at the gate






-If you would
have asked me, I’d be sitting next to you right now.-






-Believe me I
wanted to, but I thought with the move you wouldn’t be able
to-






-You still don’t
get it. This is why I hire people. So, I don’t have to be here.
LOL-






-I will take you
to London. I want to show you the city-






- You mean your
city?-






Cole thought hard
for a moment. London didn’t feel like home anymore. Mason felt like
home to him and by extension even though he had no permanent
address there, New York felt more like his city because she was
there.






- I don’t think
London is my city anymore but it’s beautiful and I would love to
show it to you-






-I would be
honored to see London through your eyes-






-It would be my
honour to show you :) –






- I hate this
already. I miss you intensely. In my soul, I miss you-






-I miss you too
darling but it’s only for a week. Boarding. I’ll call or text you
when we land-






-Godspeed-







CHAPTER
15

As Cole sat down
in his seat and buckled in, his heart ached. He missed Mason
profoundly and even though he was looking forward to landing so
that he could be in contact with her again, he was more anxious to
get his work in London done and get back to her as soon as he
could.

Cole slept for
most of the flight, primarily out of sheer exhaustion. He couldn’t
stop thinking about Mason and finally his body gave into sleep. He
woke shortly before landing and realized it was 2300. He looked at
his phone, only 1800 in New York. Oh, this time switch was going to
be a bitch and right now, he just wanted to get to his flat. After
getting his bags and finding an Uber, he texted Mason.






-In an Uber on
the way to my flat. I miss you darling.-






-I miss you too.
I’ve been kinda waiting for your text, lol-






-When I get back,
you won’t have to wait on me anymore-






-Wup?-






-Nothing, been
thinking-






-Again,
wup?-






-Don’t feel like
I’ve been taking care of your needs-






-We talked about
this. It’s all good. But I miss you like crazy-






-Ditto, sleep is
fucked for this week-






-You gotta
sleep-






-Without you it’s
going to be hard-






-What is?
;)-






- :0 Hold that
thought, darling. I’m nearly at my flat xxx-






-Get settled,
Babe. We’ll talk later. <3-






Texting her didn’t
help the ache he felt. It just made him miss her voice. He walked
up the stairs to his place. Everything felt small, cramped, and
strange. He supposed he’d become spoiled by the space at Mason’s
apartment. He turned the key and walked in, glad to be alone. The
place was clean and spotless. Typical of
Shaun. He went for a shower to help him
think.

At the moment, he
couldn’t think of anything but Mason, that lovely, slow first kiss,
her soft hair, her deep blue eyes, her sweet perfume, the feel of
her smooth skin. The memories swirled around his mind like a warm
water spring. She was a beautiful woman with a beautiful soul, and
he treasured everything about her. He considered that maybe she
wasn’t as over her past as she’d originally let on but, then again,
in the beginning of a relationship, no one wants to appear
vulnerable. He too wanted her to think he had his shit together
when in reality, before meeting her, he was sometimes holding off
an anxiety attack by a thread. Since she’d come into his life,
however, she’d brought him so much peace that he barely remembered
what anxiety felt like. His job was stressful, but it was nice to
have a true respite in her. Normally his life was work stress, home
stress, alternating on repeat but she’d interrupted that cycle and
become a comforting sanctuary for his spirit. He implicitly trusted
her, and even though it frightened him to do so, it was
exhilarating to place himself in her hands and feel her unending
grace. She felt safe to him, and it had been an exceedingly long
time since he had felt safe with anyone.

He dried off from
the shower, got dressed, and started the washing. He hated the shit
he had to do when he got home but he was already looking forward to
packing for his trip back to her. He opened his laptop to check his
schedule. His meeting had been rescheduled for Wednesday. He
thought about still staying the weekend to catch up with Shaun but
now he thought maybe he’d book a redeye flight straight back to New
York after his meeting was over. His phone buzzed.

“Hey
Shaun!”

“Cole, nathen,
Mate. Tha made it back.”

“Yep, and just
booking my flight back to New York.”

“Thas not
stayin’?”

“Only until after
my meeting on Wednesday. What’s up?”

“Thowt tha join me
fer a pint.”

“How about Drapers
in a half hour?”

“Aye...Ah’m...Ah’m
already there, Mate.”

There was a long
pause. Cole laughed out loud. It figured that Shaun would be
calling him from the pub. He was rarely found elsewhere at this
time.

“Ok, I’ll be there
shortly.”

Cole stepped
inside the smallish pub. Like the pub in Manhattan, this one wasn’t
terribly busy any time of day. Shaun was at the bar. He stood up
when Cole approached him, smiling and he pulled Cole into a bear
hug.

“O reight me old
cocker,” he said in his native broad Yorkshire.

Shaun was a big,
broad man, about six foot five inches, roughly 275 muscular pounds
of Viking with long, wavy auburn hair that he braided most of the
time and a full, long ginger beard and green/grey eyes that seemed
to shimmer. He was a programmer and Cole had met him on a job early
in his career. They’d hit it off so well, they became close friends
immediately and had remained so for nearly ten years.

Shaun was from
Yorkshire, and he was of hearty farmer stock. His dad and mum had
farmed sheep in the rugged land of the Yorkshire Dales for many
years. Growing up Shaun had enjoyed the small farm, the open,
windswept lush, green pastures with their rocky outcrops but not
the exceptionally bitter cold springs, being elbow deep in a sheep
during lambing season, raw, rough hands, and the grime of sheep
shit. He was determined to be the first of his family to get a
college degree and retire his mum and dad from the farm and he’d
made good on it. His mum and dad still lived in Yorkshire but no
longer on the farm. He’d managed to buy them a charming cottage in
Burn Bridge, Harrowgate and Shaun went up some weekends to have a
pint with his dad, enjoy his mum’s cooking and see the three giant
Bernese Mountain dogs that his dad kept even though they didn’t
patrol the farm anymore. His was a simple life and he enjoyed being
a simple man, but he was one of the sharpest, smartest programmers
Cole had ever met. He’d tried to recruit Shaun many times to be a
white hat or even to be on his red team, but Shaun preferred the
predictable 9-5 corporate life and if you asked him, he would tell
you that his company treated him well. Shaun was practical and down
to earth, and Cole trusted him for advice. Shaun had taken on Cole
as somewhat of an adopted little brother even though they were the
same age.

“Shaun, my old
friend,” Cole said, grinning widely, “God, it’s good to be here
with you.”

“‘ere,” Shaun
pushed a full pint in front of Cole and signaled the barkeep for
another.

Cole sipped his
beer. Shaun looked at him and smirked. “Tha don’t drink beer?” he
asked.

“You know I do,”
Cole said, “Why?”

Shaun got his pint
and drained it by nearly half. “Tha sip it, nae, Ah
guess?”

Cole laughed. “I
just got off the bloody plane and it’s late.”

“Aye...tell me owt
about t’ lass in New York.”

“First, give me
your phone,” Cole said.

Shaun handed over
his phone and Cole put Mason’s number in. “There. That’s her
number. In case if something happens to me while I’m here, you’ll
need to call her.”

“Right,” Shaun
said, “Tha look good. She must be summat grand.”

“Oh, Shaun she
is,” Cole replied, pulling on his beer. “She’s funny and brilliant
and beautiful…a reight piece, I guess you would say.”

Shaun, laughed at
Cole’s attempt. “Is she nae?” he said. “Nice, mate,” Shaun said
affectionately. He was genuinely happy to see Cole looking this
good and happier than he’d seen him in some time.

“And all the
wonderful things I’ve told you. She’s also an empath, I swear, she
knows me better than I do sometimes and,” he paused, grinning,
“she’s weird,” he giggled.

Shaun’s brows went
up, and he smiled, “That’s what tha need, innit Cole. Tha need
summun to match that.” He looked at Cole a little
closer.

“What?” Cole said,
pulling on his beer.

“Tha look ‘appy,
Cole,” Shaun said, seriously, “Truly ‘appy. Has tha got a photo?”
he asked.

Cole pulled up a
few pictures of Mason she’d sent him on his phone and showed them
to Shaun.

Shaun whistled
softly. “Aye she’s lush,” he looked back at Cole. “So is this t’
one?”

Cole looked a bit
surprised. “I don’t know really,” he said, “I mean, I want to try
to build something with her. I really want to see if this is going
to work. I’ll be back in New York for almost a year when I go back
this time. I think that’ll be enough time…”

“Oi!” Shaun interrupted him, “Dunt wait long, mate,” he said. “Dunt
wait a year. An’ dunt fuck this up.”

This was something
about which Cole had always been at odds with Shaun. Cole always
wanted to vet things thoroughly and Shaun was more of a “jump right
in” person.

“Cole,” Shaun
continued, “Folk fall in love and they change. It ‘appens. Tha
can’t know owt afore hand. She’s ‘bout your age, yeah? So she’s
seen a bit and she’ll only change a little. Tek mah advice. Dunt
wait too long to pin her.”

“Shaun,” Cole
started, “Of course, I don’t expect to be able to know everything
but honestly, I’m still a little gun shy. I just want to be sure I
don’t carry my old baggage into a new relationship.”

“We do, some,”
Shaun said. “That what tha call baggage, is just learnin’. What tha
carry around is fear. Let go of it, Cole. There’s nowt perfect but
tha must take t’
chance fer ‘appiness with yer lass.”

Cole never could
figure out where Shaun’s wisdom came from. It certainly wasn’t from
his years. Maybe his dad, but wherever it came from, he always
seemed to be right. Cole looked at his friend with admiration. This
was the person who so selflessly pulled him unconscious from his
own bathroom floor, slung him over his shoulder like the lost lamb
he was then, carried him to his car, took him to hospital and saved
his life. If it weren’t for Shaun, he wouldn’t have this wonderful,
blossoming love and happiness he’d found. “I’ll do it, Shaun,” he
said sincerely, “I’ll ‘pin’ her,” he smiled.

“Good,” Shaun said
resolutely, “Let’s get ‘ome.”

“‘Let’s’?” Cole
asked, finishing his beer.

“Yeah,” Shaun
chuckled and stood up a little unsteady, “Thas drivin’. Been ‘ere
since dinner.”

Cole laughed and
helped his friend out of the pub.

Back at their
apartment, Cole helped Shaun inside where he sat on the couch and
eventually fell asleep. Cole put a blanket on him and checked the
time. 0130. So only 2030 in New York.

He picked up his
phone, went into his bedroom, shut the door, and sat back against
his headboard. He needed to talk to Mason.






-Text or
call?-






-Text-






-You
ok?-






-Yes-






-Just got back
from the pub with Shaun-






-Say Hi for me.
:) Did you have a good time?-






-Just sat and
talked. About you. I have a lot of work to do-






-Oh.. :( I’ll let
you go-






-No, no, darling,
with you. I have a lot of work to do with you.-






-Wym?-






-I need to tell
you so many things. Come clean, as it were.-






Mason took a beat.
Had he not been honest with her about something? About something
big? What was this all about?






-Call.
Now.-






His phone
buzzed.

“Mason,” he said
immediately, “I’m so sorry. I...I just thought about how that must
have sounded.”

“Cole, What the
hell,” she giggled. “What is going on, Honey,”

Something about
the way she said “Honey” so tenderly caught him off-guard. It
always sounded so good to his soul and this time his breath caught
in his throat. He closed his eyes for a moment just to
re-center.

“I...Mason, I’ve
been thinking so much about you, about us, the whole flight I
just…” He laughed lightly. “I’m just...I’m looking forward to
coming back so we can move forward. I want to go deeper with you,
Mason.” He stopped, considering that might have sounded
coarse.

“Do you now,” she
said coyly. He could hear her somewhat low voice dripping with
lechery.

“Mason, I...I’m
sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“No, No…No
apologies. Go on,” she growled softly, “How deep, Cole?”

“Mason,” he
lowered his voice, “think twice before you start this…I’m warning
you. I won’t hold back, and you’ll have to make good on every word
when I return,” he said, devilishly. This was getting into
dangerous territory, but he was buzzed from the beer and too tired
from the flight to fight his primal desire for her, his body
literally aching for even so much as a fantasy of her lying next to
him, touching his skin.

Mason paused for a
moment. She’d already killed a bottle of wine. She was buzzed and
craving him. So why not make myself
comfortable on this couch and just fucking tell him what I
want?

“Cole,” she
started. Her own voice sounded like she was nearly pleading with
him. She felt like she couldn’t fight the relentless waves of
emotion washing over her and she just wanted to drown. “I want so
badly, to hear your voice whispering the things I desperately need
to hear but I also want to feel your hands on me, and I don’t know
if just hearing the words is going to be enough. I want to feel
you, touch you, hold you, know that my touch is why you can’t hold
back anymore, why you can’t walk away from me. I want my lips to be
for your pleasure and feel you fill my mouth and throat. I want you
to touch all those places that burn for you. I want you to feel the
heat from my skin and between my legs because I do. I yearn for you
to fill me, in my heart and in my body.” She heard his breathing
quicken as she spoke, and it felt good to her that she could excite
him like this with just her words.

“Christ!” He said,
somewhat breathless, “I can almost feel you, feel your touch, your
mouth, your wetness,” he paused and took a deep breath. He was so
hard and wanted to come. Just hearing her voice again might have
been enough but with Shaun in the other room, he had to back
himself down. “Mason,” he lowered his voice to a soft moan, “When I
return, I will be the hands that firmly bind you as well as the
hands that softly caress you. I will be the gentle, teasing touch
that makes your delightful body writhe and pull hard against your
restraints and if it be your desire,” he deepened his voice
slightly and spoke a little more slowly, “I will put my hands
anywhere and everywhere on your gorgeous, naked body as well as
inside you. I’ll be the breath on your neck and the lips that
eagerly kiss your hot, beautiful skin. I deeply yearn to taste the
sweet wetness of your mouth and the salt from your body’s sweat. My
tongue will wantonly pleasure you between your beautiful legs and I
will make your precious body quiver and shake until you fiercely
clench me between your soft thighs, such that I cannot breathe, not
that I would even care if I expired there in that hallowed
place…and once I have savoured and swallowed every last delicious
drop of you, I will be the strong arms that hold you, spent and
satisfied, close to my body and keep you safe as you
rest.”

“Fuck!” Mason
moaned. She couldn’t stop her breath quickening then catching hard
in her throat as her unexpected, intense orgasm closed in around
her and flooded over her body in waves.

Cole could hear
what was happening to her and it made him feel profoundly weak down
into his soul to know that his words and voice could bring her to
this most intimate release, and he felt deeply honored that she
would share this with him. “Yes, Darling, easy, my love. Think
about holding me, clutching me.” He growled.

She moaned without
trying to stay quiet.

“There it is,
m’love...Let me hold you close to my body,” he said
softly.

This was the
intense release for which she’d been starving since the first time
he’d touched her, and she only wished he were with her, holding her
as she tried to catch her breath again.

“That’s it...there
you are…that’s my good girl,” he whispered. Cole closed his eyes
and just listened to her breathing finally starting to slow down.
“Rest in my arms, darling and let me keep you safe.” He stayed
quiet for a long moment, waiting for her to finally
speak.

Mason tried to
gather her jumbled senses. She hadn’t expected that to happen, and
she felt slightly embarrassed. “Cole...I...don’t know…” she was
still slightly panting.

“Darling, how do
you feel? And are you ok?” he asked gently.

“Ohhh, God I feel
weak and wonderful but I...what can I do for you, Honey?” She
wasn’t sure where to go from here or what to say. This wasn’t in
her plan and she’d no experience with this level of intensity. It
didn’t escape her however that he
seemed to know exactly what to do and say and
when.

“Ohhh, you have
done, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I…Um…I didn’t know you
were...touching yourself,” he said softly with a smile.

“Uhhh,” she
stammered, “I...I wasn’t...I...I didn’t…that...that just happened?
And I wasn’t expecting it,” she was still trying to catch her
breath. “But God, I needed it,” she whispered.

Cole took a
moment. “My darling, I needed this too but…you see, the waiting,
the wanting, the yearning, it’s not going to get better doing
this…but I also don’t want to stop.”

Mason thought
about his words. Maybe she’d pushed too hard. “Cole, I don’t want
to push you. We don’t have to…”

“No, no, dearest.
Let’s not be hasty,” he giggled. “How about we just be us and what
happens, happens,” he said softly.

Well, this was
some new shit. He was always so
calculating, predictable, sensible, never throwing caution to the
wind, but she kind of liked this new randomness. “I miss you,
Cole,” she said gently. “With everything in me, I miss you and
thank you for making me feel so good. You said you wouldn’t hold
back and I’m glad you didn’t.”

Cole chuckled a
quiet yet sinister laugh. “My dear…that was just the tip,” he said.
Before she could reply he went on, “Darling, I’m tired. Sweet
dreams. Now get off to bed. Be my good girl.”

She giggled, “Yes,
honey. I’m off to bed. Sweet dreams.” As Mason hung up the phone,
she realized this was going to be the worst week of longing she’d
ever faced and for the first time in a while, she was glad for the
mountain of work she had.

Cole went to the
kitchen for water and bolted half a bottle straightaway. The
apartment was cold, but he was sweating. Damn. The thoughts of her supple,
willing body under his firm touch were fucking with his head. He
knew he needed to sleep and, though it was almost 0300, he didn’t
feel tired in the least. The sexual energy was still coursing
through him. He knew what the solution was, but he wasn’t about to
do that with Shaun in the apartment. He went and laid down, closed
his eyes, and tried to remember how Mason felt on those nights when
she lay next to him and he pulled her hips into his, those moments
when he relaxed into her and nearly fell asleep before he could get
the duvet around them. Now those moments were swirled with his
fantasy of how she must have looked in the throes of an intense
orgasm and it wasn’t helping him. He tried to steady his breathing
and he finally dozed off.

The next day was
sunny and cool, and Shaun had left early, gone up to Yorkshire to
see his parents. Cole slept most of the day trying to overcome the
jet lag. He finally got up about 1700, still a little tired. There
was still a little afternoon light, so he decided to take a walk in
the nearby park.

There was a cool
breeze, but the day was a little warm. The park, though it wasn’t
big, was still fairly green with a few trees and more people than
Cole expected to see. It felt good to be out in the fresh air and
sunshine for an hour or so anyway. He enjoyed being in the park,
watching the birds and squirrels and other animals cavorting on the
grass. Immediately as he stepped into the park, a rather large and
majestic golden retriever playfully ran up to him.

“Brie!” the owner
called after. “Brie, come back!”

Cole knelt down to
pet the very friendly dog, giving it lots of scritches behind the
ears. He looked up, smiling as the owner approached.

“Oh, I’m really
sorry,” the owner said. “She’s usually very good at staying with
me.”

“Not a problem,”
Cole responded, getting down on all fours to play some as the man
chuckled at the two.

Cole pulled out
his phone. “Would you mind if I took a selfie with Brie, is it?” he
asked, sitting cross-legged on the grass.

The man smiled,
“Brie, yes. Not a problem. She sits well for those.”

Cole put his arm
around Brie and snapped a few pics then kissed her on the head.
“Thank you,” Cole said kindly. “I love dogs. I fancy myself as one
sometimes,” he laughed. As he stood up, the man laughed with him
and offered a clothes brush for his debris covered
pants.

“You don’t have a
dog, yourself?” the man asked.

Cole’s brows went
up and he chuckled as he waved the brush away. “Oh, no, thank you,
but I do appreciate it. No, no dog. I travel a lot. Wouldn’t be
fair,” he replied. He was noticing that the man’s attention to
detail and preparedness reminded him of Maxwell. This man was very
smartly dressed, even for just a walk in the park. “Lovely girl,”
Cole said, giving Brie one last head scratch. “She’s truly
beautiful.”

The man put the
brush back into his jacket, “She is, thank you,” he laughed lightly
as he clicked a leash onto Brie’s collar. “She certainly seems to
like you. Take care then,” he said, as they walked away.

“You as well.” He
immediately texted the pic to Mason.






-Made a new
friend-






-LOL! She cute.
But can she cook?-






-You can’t
either.-






-Woow... Is this
what you’re doing, trolling the park for bitches?-






-LOL! It only
took me 5 minutes to find one. I have options. Missing
you.-






-Me too. I’m so
tired. Been dozing on the couch, listening to music-






Cole yearned to be
with her, cuddled up on the couch, brushing his hands through her
hair.






-I suppose
that’ll get packed out tomorrow.-






-No. I’m getting
new furniture.-






-Call.
Now.-






His phone buzzed.
“Mason, darling.”

“Cole,” she
giggled. “I thought we were going to text while you were
away?”

“This is
important,” he said, talking fast as he walked. “Now, I know, I
don’t have any place to tell you what to do but can I ask one thing
of you?”

“I guess so,” she
said.

Cole took a deep
breath. “Please keep the couch,” he said.

“It’s old, Cole.
I’ve had it what, three years? It needs to be replaced.” She was
toying with him, but he kinda deserves it
for the cooking comment.

Cole paused for a
moment. “I understand but...it’s where I fell for you,” he blurted
out. “I...I just want to keep it...but I don’t want to...tell you
what to do...certainly, I understand...new house and everything,”
he was stammering. He couldn’t really explain why it was so deeply
important to him. He didn’t understand it himself, but he just knew
he wanted the couch to be there when he returned.

Mason laughed, “I
was going to keep it,” she said. “But watch your step, Mister, or
it goes.”

Cole laughed with
relief, “This is turning into a hostage negotiation. ‘The ransom,
Mr. Dixon, or the couch gets it,’” he joked.

Mason giggled,
“It’s where I fell for you too, so I guess it stays,” she said
softly.

Her voice sounded
so sweet to him. “I’m sorry, m’love, for being so insistent but
thank you.”

“It’s fine. I like
the couch. It’s soft and it still has your scent on it, and I miss
you, Cole, but when I sit there, I feel better. I was sitting on it
last night…”

Cole stopped.
“You...you mean when we...when you were…” He took a beat to think
it through.

“Yep,” Mason
giggled. “Then.”

“Then,” he said
softly, “maybe I’ll have to re-enact that when I get
home.”

He’d said it
again. “Home.” She let it go for now. “I’m fairly certain you said,
‘you’ll have to make good on every word.’ I knew what I was doing,”
she said.

He went silent.
“Well, played,” he whispered.

“So, what
now?”

“Honestly, I’m
almost back at my flat and I think I’m going to do some work and go
to bed early. It’s been lovely walking the park talking to you,
though.”

“I’m pretty tired
too,” she said. “I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”

“Until then,
Darling.”


CHAPTER
16

At 0800 his phone
buzzed.

“Hello,
Sweetheart,” he said, hoarsely.

“I’m sorry,
Honey,” she said. “Did I wake you? I...I just wanted to hear your
voice.”

Cole looked at his
watch. The jet lag was real. “You did wake me, but I need to get
up, m’love,” he said. Even in his groggy state, he did the math.
“Hey, why are you up? It’s three am.”

“Then I must be
lonely,” she said softly.

He chuckled, “Did
you really call me at three am to play games?”

“No,” she giggled,
“I really can’t sleep, and I thought if I heard your voice, it
might help. I guess I’m being needy and ridiculous,” she
said.

“Love, you’ve got
another four hours to sleep. Get some rest, darling. I’m trying to
get back to you as soon as I can. I promise,” he reassured
her.

“Ok, hon,” she
yawned. “I’m off to sleep again.”

“That’s a good
girl,” he said, “I’ll call you later, sweetheart.”

Cole got a quick
shower and got dressed, ran his hands through his curls and headed
to his office.

Mason was dog
tired and dragging when she walked into the office, and she was
really glad she wasn’t meeting with any clients today. This time
difference was already a bitch and it had only been a day. She’d
been at her desk for only about an hour when she drank the last of
her Starbucks. She was getting up to go get a coffee when she saw
Jay and another man approaching her office.

“Hey, Mason,” Jay
said, with a huge smile on his face. “How are you doing
today?”

“I’m good, a
little tired,” she said with a gentle smile.

“Cole headed back
across the pond?” he asked.

She had confided
in Jay about seeing Cole but not his involvement in 303. “Yes.
He’ll be back Monday, and I have the move coming up, so the timing
isn’t terrible,” she said.

“Good to hear,”
Jay continued. “As you know, Tony left us and today, I want to
introduce you to our new agent’s assistant, Reese Collins, who is
going to be his replacement.”

Reese was tall, a
little over six feet, Mason estimated. He was fairly muscular. He
had beautifully smooth, dark skin, long braids, and captivating
light golden brown eyes. “It’s nice to meet you ma’am,” he said.
His voice was pleasant enough, not deep but gentle.

“It’s Mason,” she
said, chuckling, shaking his outstretched hand. “We’re not too
formal here.”

“Mason,” Reese
said, “that’s an unusual name. It’s charming.”

“Well, thanks,”
she said. “It’s nice to see you, Reese.”

“Reese,” Jay said,
“let’s go meet with a couple other people.” They walked out with
Mason close behind. She was headed to the kitchen where she poured
herself a cup of coffee and stood for a moment. She missed Cole so
much she was finding it hard to concentrate. She leaned against the
countertop and drank about half her coffee. She had to get some
energy and focus a little more. She thought maybe getting away from
her desk for a few minutes would clear her head.

As she was
contemplating if the coffee could be saved by using sugar and
cream, Reese walked into the kitchen. “Hi, Mason,” he said,
grabbing a mug from the cupboard. “We meet again. They said I can
find good coffee here,” he said.

She chuckled,
“It’s coffee. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s good.” She filled
his mug. “Room for cream?”

“No, just black,”
he said. “Coffee is like wine. It rarely needs
anything.”

Mason nearly
dropped the coffee pot. “Wup?”

“Coffee and wine,”
he said. “They’re very similar…Are you ok?”

Mason realized she
was standing there still holding the coffee pot. She shook her head
and put the pot down. “Yes. You’re right. I suppose they are,” she
laughed lightly.

Reese leaned
against the counter. He looked at her closely, taking in her easy
style, her long hair, and her ample figure. “So how long have you
worked here?” he asked.

“Roughly six
years,” she answered. His eyes were intriguing. They were light
gold and they nearly glittered in the fluorescent lighting. “It’s a
good place with progressive thinkers at the helm. I think you’ll
like it.”

“Good,” he said.
“It’s certainly a tried-and-true industry, lots of
opportunities.”

“Definitely. Where
did you graduate?” Mason asked.

“Penn State,” he
replied, “BS in Marketing. Most marketing is BS anyway,” he
chuckled.

She laughed. His
voice was soothing, and she much preferred his calm, honest
demeanor to Tony’s artificial facade. “You’re going to be working
on promotion and analytics? We’ve really needed someone to do that
full time. Take it off Jay’s plate,” she said.

“Exactly,” he
said, “I’m looking forward to whatever they throw my way.” He
looked her over again for just a moment. “Maybe living in New York,
I can finally meet someone,” he said, “I wasn’t having much luck
back in Philly. I’d hate to think I’d strike out in a city of over
eight million people.”

“You might get
lucky,” she said. “I just met someone a few weeks ago. I hadn’t
really dated in probably three years and then, poof, there he
was.”

He laughed. “Huh.
Allison told me she just got engaged so maybe working here is a
good luck charm,” he smiled. “Hey, I’m gonna find Jay again. It was
nice talking to you again, Mason.” He set his mug in the sink and
left.

Mason stood for a
few more minutes to finish her coffee. She thought about how things
had turned up for the better in the last month. She’d met Cole and
soon after, they’d made the biggest deal in the history of the
firm, she’d bought a house on the Island, Tony was gone, and they
actually seemed to have hired someone professional to replace him.
Maybe Cole was a good luck charm for her.

Mason had more
than a few contracts to review. She was thankful for the work as it
kept her mind busy. She’d even been able to pass off a few tasks to
Reese on his first day. This day, however, was dragging just like
she was so she’d gone to the kitchen for yet another coffee. She
was really feeling the lack of sleep. As she put her coffee down on
her desk and sat down, Jay walked in.

“Hey, aren’t you
moving this week?” he asked.

“Yep,” she
answered, “why do you ask?”

“You’re not
packing...or anything?” he asked.

She cocked her
brow and looked at him.

“Let me guess, you
hired someone.” Jay laughed.

“Yes,” she
confirmed. “Movers will be starting tomorrow so I’m staying at the
Equinox. I’m spoiling myself rotten in the penthouse
suite.”

Jay whistled
softly. “A week at the Equinox penthouse,” he said.
“Posh.”

“Once in a
lifetime chance,” she laughed.

“Hey, do you have
the Steinman contract?” Jay asked.

“I do,” Mason
answered, “but earlier I’d asked Reese to trace the financials. I
think they may have to verify some of their sources for
us.”

Just then Reese
walked in. “I got the information on the Steinman contract, Mason,”
he said. “Right on time with this I guess,” he smiled.

She flashed a big
smile at him, “Well done, thank you!” she said. She opened the
folder and looked over the document on the inside. “Yeah, Jay, I
think we can do this. Looks like they verified everything.” She
handed the folder to Jay along with a folder from her
desk.

“Thanks for
helping me out with this one, Mason,” he said.

“Not me, Reese did
the leg work.” She looked at Reese. “Great job. I really appreciate
the help.”

“Dinner tonight at
the house?” Jay asked.

“Sure,” she said,
“but I might leave early.”

“No problem but
Phillip wants to hear all about Cole,” Jay said.

Mason chuckled,
“Ok, you’ll get all the tea tonight.” Jay and Reese walked out, and
Mason settled in for the rest of her day.

Cole wrapped up
his debrief early in the day. He needed to stop by the shops for
some food. Shaun was going to be there tonight, and he was very
tired of takeaway, so he picked up some groceries and decided on
making a simple, rustic roasted chicken with root veg.

As he was prepping
the meal, he was already thinking about returning to New York. He
looked forward to spending time at Mason’s new house, hanging
pictures, drapes, fixing little things, and cooking for her. He
liked to cook, and he was fairly good at it and right now his mind
raced ahead, thinking about learning new dishes to make for her,
maybe joining her at the gym. They’d probably need it. Lounging by
the pool with her sounded divine and what
does she have planned to do when I return? It was mid-November and getting colder and while so many
things swirled in his thoughts, above all, he kept replaying the
beautiful things she said to him, the break-through moments when he
could see the kindness that lay in her heart and soul, the way she
felt so deeply and yet she could be tough and pragmatic when
necessary. It all combined in his mind, solidifying this one
perfect vision of love and he felt as if the Universe were smiling
on him. She was brilliant and funny, and he hoped he could give her
the restorative love she needed to completely heal from her abusive
relationship and that she would trust him completely to look after
her. More than anything else, he wanted her in his life to care
for. He’d always wanted someone he could trust with his heart who
would, in return, completely rely on him and now he was fairly
certain he’d found them.

He popped the
chicken in the oven and opened his laptop. There were updates and
tweaks he needed to make before he left, and they were going to
take a while. He wanted the tools he used to be ready to demo to
this new client and he was just starting the updates when his phone
buzzed.






-Hey,
Honey!-






-Hello, Darling,
did you get some sleep?-






-I did. Some. I’m
tired af and I still have to get through the afternoon.-






-I’m sorry. I
miss you. Are you going to get some sleep tonight, like a good
girl?-






-I am not, LOL!
I’m going to Jay and Phillip’s for dinner and too much
wine-






-LOL! Why do I
even ask? Sounds nice.-






-We’re going to
talk about you so I guess your ears will be burning-






-Wup?-






-It’s an
expression, LOL! What are you doing tonight?-






-Just me and
Shaun and some Guinness. I’m making rosemary chicken and
veg.-






-Sounds sexy!
That’s right. You can cook.-






-I am. And, yes,
I CAN cook. ;) –






-God, I have a
pile of work or I would start something.-






-I would finish
you in five minutes, darling.-






-Yeah about
that.-






-Call.
Now.-






His phone
buzzed.

“Hello, my love,”
he answered

“Jesus, Cole, my
knees nearly buckled...again,” she giggled.

“So what are you
going to talk about tonight?” he asked.

“Oh, Phillip is
just being nosy. He wants the tea,” she laughed.

Cole chuckled.
“Well, make sure it’s steaming. So…what did you want to ask me? I
don’t want to text. I want to hear your voice.”

Mason swallowed
hard. She didn’t want to wind anything up, but she also had a
private office so, nothing ventured…”I just find it interesting
that it seemed like you knew exactly what to say the other night on
the phone. You’ve done this before.”

“Yes. Haven’t
you?” he asked.

“No, in fact, I
haven’t,” she replied, “Texting yeah, but on the phone?
No.”

“I see. Well, as I
said, my ex...we did some of this…” he said carefully. He wasn’t
sure what she was getting at.

“Ok, but how did
you know what was going to make me...react like that? What was
that?”

“You know darling,
seduction, persuasion. Those things,” he said lightly.

“Don’t bullshit
me. That was some kind of next level, Jedi mind control shit,” she
giggled lightly.

He laughed
lightly. “Ohhhh, I see now. Well, the thing is, m’love, most people
believe arousal is about sight and touch, but it actually starts in
the mind. Seduce the mind, the body eagerly follows...but you know
this.”

She stayed silent.
She was trying to remember the things he said. Was he manipulating
her, or had she just been willing to fall into his words out of
long-endured loneliness and yearning?

“Mason, are you
ok?” He was growing concerned that he’d said something
wrong.

“Yes, I’m fine,”
she said carefully, “I just…I guess I worry about, you know,
being…”

“Manipulated?” he
asked.

“Yeah, I guess
so,” she replied.

“You guess or is
that it? Tell me.” He had the impression that he’d hit on a
sensitive subject with her, and she was being vague. He wanted some
clarity before he continued.

“That’s it. I
don’t want to be manipulated.”

“Darling, there’s
a difference,” he said, gently. “Emotional and mental manipulation
is deliberately preying and keying on certain vulnerabilities in
order to control someone, keep them in their place.”

“Isn’t that what a
Dom does? Try to get me to do certain things, say certain things,
make me behave?” she countered.

“No,” he
explained, “That’s not at all what a real Dom does. Let’s back up a
bit, darling. First of all, he is only the Dom through the gift of
submission. Thus begins his responsibility to care for the one who
honoured him with that gift and deemed him worthy of it. Once the
dynamic is in place, the seduction is really more agreed upon, but
the dynamic doesn’t have to come first. For instance, you and me,
we consented to doing this and you allowed me to top. There is no
manipulation there. Since we are not physically with each other, I
want to do everything I can for you to feel and visualise the
things I would do to you as if I were with you, keeping in mind, of
course, the emotional weight of what we’re saying, boundaries, and
how you’re feeling as we go, the same as I would if we were
together in person. Once that is in place, I can be free to say
what I’m thinking and feeling about you and imagining you in
certain ways. Then the seduction of the mind really becomes more
about turn of phrase than anything, but it should never be
manipulative.”

“But other people
could say those things and I’d be completely nauseated,” she
giggled, “So why when you say them does it land so
well?”

“I think because
we have a relationship,” he said softly. “We already know that
we’re ready for each other and were it not for distance, I would
have done all of those lovely, naughty things to you. I would have
bound your hands, teased your body, and…”

“Stop!” she said,
giggling lightly, “See that, that right there. You’re manipulating
me.”

Cole chuckled,
“Darling, with all due respect, you’re the one with the hair
trigger.”

“Fuck you,” she
said, smiling. “You don’t, I suppose. How long has it
been?”

“It’s different
for me,” Cole replied, lightly laughing, “I’m demi so for me, the
arousal is often very slow and deeply linked to how I feel about
someone. So, if it’s days, months, or years, I guess, yeah I get
horny, but nothing usually triggers me that quickly. If I’m being
honest, usually I crave the things that lead up to sex more than
sex itself.”

“So, you felt
nothing that night?” she asked.

“Ohhhh, darling, I
didn’t say that at all,” he said, lowering his voice. “Do you want
me to tell you exactly what your beautiful voice and the
wonderfully salacious images you put in my head did to
me?”

“I’m gonna need to
table that for now,” she giggled. “I have to get back to
work.”

Cole chuckled, “Go
on, then. Please say hello to Jay and Phillip for me.”

“I will,” she
said. It seemed to Mason, the most natural thing at this moment to
say, “I love you” but she wasn’t sure they weren’t there yet, and
she didn’t want to be left hanging if he wasn’t ready. “I uh, I may
not call you, might get late.”

“It’s fine if you
call me late. You know I’m not going to turn down the chance to
hear your voice,” he said, wishing for some unknown reason that
she’d said, “I love you”. He wanted to say it. It seemed to be
hanging right there between them, but he wasn’t sure she was ready
for it. “Oh, here’s some good news. The meeting I’m here for is
happening on Wednesday instead of Friday so I’m not staying the
weekend. I’ll be back Thursday morning,” he said.

“EEEEE!!” She
squealed, “I’m so happy!! Oh, I’ve missed you and, God, I thought
this would be the longest week,” she was rambling. Cole just
laughed. “I’m sorry, Honey,” she went on, “Listen, I’ve got to run.
See you Thursday. Text me your flight info.”

“Will do, Darling.
Until then.” Cole disconnected. Why didn’t he say it? He wondered
why he didn’t just say, “I love you.” It seemed the most natural
thing in the world at the time. Did he really think she wasn’t
ready or was he not ready? Maybe he’d just rather be with her, be
able to see her reaction...

“Cole!” Shaun
interrupted his thought. Shaun always greeted him as if he’d not
seen him in ages.

“Shaun! Glad
you’re back. How are your parents doing?” Cole submitted to one
more of Shaun’s bear hugs. To be honest, it was one of the few
times when he felt absolutely safe. Shaun smelled of his parents’
fireplace and his mum’s cottage pie. Cole imagined the house must
smell like a scene from a Christmas card.

“Aye, grand they
are,” he said, opening the refrigerator and putting the beer in.
“Me dad’s been ‘elping at t’ veterinary wi’ t’ big stock, feedin’.
Ah think ‘e misses t’ beasts.”

“He’s a very
caring man,” Cole said, as he put dinner on the table. “I suppose
it’s hard to just stop doing something that you were raised doing.
All he’s known really, and I suppose the beasts do become quite
special.”

Shaun scratched
his head and sat down at the table with a beer. “Aye, ‘e’s a rum
‘un.” He paused and looked at Cole carefully. “Why dunt tha bring
thi lass ‘ere, Cole? Ah sure would like ta meet her. Tha could do
worse than settlin’ in t’ dales. It’s a simple life.”

Cole, chuckled,
“Not much for the big city, are ya?”

“Naw. Nowt but
mischief.” Due to the amount of time Shaun had lived in London, he
spoke a blend of his native but nearly extinct broad Yorkshire
language and RP which gave his words a simplistic impact that Cole
reverently responded to. That and his simple, straightforward
advice and ministration deeply endeared him to Cole.

“She’s in love
with New York, Shaun,” Cole said, “and you know, I like being there
too. It’s a thrilling place, energetic.”

Shaun squinted at
him, “What’s wrong wi’ London?” he asked.

“London’s fine,”
Cole replied, “But London is heavy, gritty. New York is bright. I
think I can understand the song, ‘If I can make it there, I’ll make
it anywhere.’ You really do feel like that when you’re there, as if
you could conquer the world from Manhattan.” He looked at Shaun,
who was relishing this simple, home cooked meal. “Come back with
me, Shaun. Come back and meet her.”

“Naw. If she’s owt
as tha say, Ah might fall in love wi’ t’ lass and then what?” he
joked. “Better if Ah stay ‘ere.”

Cole laughed.
“You’re going to meet her eventually. Why not now?” he
cajoled.

Shaun thought
about it for a moment. “Oi, Ah think Ah will. Ah’ll come back wi’
tha and meet this lass. Warn ‘er about tha.”

“Brilliant!” Cole
exclaimed. “I’ll book the tickets,” He grabbed his phone. “When do
you want to come back?”

“Sunday,” he said.
“Got a project Ah can’t leave for long.”

“Fine,” Cole said
excitedly. “Shaun, I’m absolutely thrilled to be able to bring
together the two most important people in my life.”

Shaun looked up at
him quickly, “Wup?”

“The two most
important people in my life, you and Mason,” Cole said, matter of
factly.

Shaun paused and
looked at the beer in his hand. “That’s news,” he
muttered.

“What do you
mean?” Cole asked, surprised. He sat down next to Shaun at the
table. “Shaun,” he said gently, “You know I wouldn’t be here if you
hadn’t taken me to hospital. You saved my life.”

“Aye, Mate, Ah did
what anyone would do,” he pulled at his beer.

“Shaun, there was
no one here but you. No one else cared. Alessia was gone. I didn’t
have anyone but you.” Cole said

“What aboot this
lass? If tha stay in New York, will she look after thi?” Shaun said
quietly. He never made a great show of emotion, but Shaun worried
about Cole a lot and it made him nervous that someone who didn’t
know him as well would be looking after him. Shaun knew when Cole
was slipping. He knew the early signs and he knew when Cole’s mood
was going off. He didn’t know if this new woman would be as aware,
and he was looking forward to meeting her so that he could find
out.

Cole hadn’t
considered that his job left him few opportunities to make friends
and he didn’t really fancy expanding his inner circle. He took a
deep breath. “Shaun, I promise,” he said, “If this all goes south,
I’ll get the first flight to London and come find you.”

“Promise?” Shaun
said looking him in the eye, “Thas a chump sometimes, but Ah like
tha and Ah wish tha’d stay a bit.”

Cole smiled, “I
promise.” He patted the big man’s shoulder. “You’re a good friend,
Shaun.”

“Cheers,” Shaun
said, with his rare, half smile. “Ah was goin t’ pub but Ah think
Ah’ll get some rest. Feels nice and homey here t’night.”

Cole got Shaun a
blanket for the couch and headed off to bed. He glanced at the
clock. 2100 so Mason hadn’t even left work yet.






-I’m off to bed.
Have fun tonight. I miss you.-






-Hey, babe. I
miss you too.-






Mason pulled up to
Jay and Phillip’s house around 1800. She always looked forward to
being here. As she walked inside, she noticed, maybe for the first
time, that the house was filled with the essence of a caring home
built by two people. Not everything went together but it reflected
the combining of two loving hearts. She dearly hoped the same for
her house if Cole became a permanent part of her life.

Phillip was the
one to greet her first. “Mason! Always lovely to have you here
darling!” he gushed. He greeted her every time as if they hadn’t
seen each other in years. He was a warm and kind person, and she
held a deep affection for him. “Let me take your coat. Cashmere? Is
this new?” he said, admiring the garment.

“No, but I did
just get it from the cleaners. It’s been in storage and I guess
it’s finally cold enough to wear it,” she laughed lightly. “How are
you doing, my sweetheart?” she smiled at him.

“Girl,” he
started, “we don’t have time, but work is ok and I’m in love, so my
world is all good!”

He and Jay had
been married for almost ten years yet Phillip always said that when
anyone asked how he was, as if being in love were the only thing he
needed to be happy. Now that Mason felt like she was truly falling
in love, she could understand that feeling. It was to her as if
being with Cole was all she thought about and the prospect of being
with him again soon made her genuinely happy in spite of anything
else going on.

The house smelled
of a wonderful meal and as she walked into the dining room, Jay was
busy putting dinner on the table. Phillip was the cook and he had
prepared a simple steak and chimichurri with roasted potatoes and
asparagus.

“Mason, my dear
girl!” he said, smiling. “What do you think? He’s outdone himself
again.” Jay was a fairly large man and he enjoyed Phillip’s
cooking. Mason could never figure out how he stayed in such
attractive shape, but she thought she might need to get some
pointers if Cole continued to cook for her. He was a different kind
of cook, and a steady diet of his British comfort food seemed a tad
frightening to her in terms of maintaining her already quite curvy
figure.

“It looks
wonderful,” she said. “Honestly, the last month of takeout has been
daunting.”

“You didn’t cook
for this gentleman?” Phillip asked, returning to the dining room
and pouring Merlot into somewhat oversized glasses.

“I didn’t,” Mason
laughed. “He cooked for me a couple of times and it was amazing but
the best I did was bagels.”

Phillip’s brows
went up, “Well, you do make a good bagel,” he said, “but honey,
just let me know if you need recipes.”

Jay looked at her,
knowingly. “So...You gonna learn to cook for Cole?”

“I dunno,” she
said. “If he’s a good cook, maybe I’ll just agree to clean
up.”

Jay chuckled,
“Always making a deal.” He shook his head as they sat
down.

Mason pulled on
her wine immediately. She knew the questions were coming and while
she didn’t mind a good kiki with Phillip, she wasn’t sure she knew
all the answers he wanted.

“So, how did you
meet?” Phillip asked.

“Oh, an easy one,”
she said, giggling. “I did something stupid in a bar and he was
kind enough to ‘rescue’ me as it were. We sat and talked and…” she
paused to think about how crazy that night was. There wasn’t enough
time or context to explain it all. “He ended up coming with me to
the business dinner, as Jay probably told you.”

Philip nodded,
“Yes, he said he was surprised to meet him. You usually don’t have
a date of that...um...caliber.”

Mason shot Jay a
slightly annoyed glance, but Jay avoided her gaze. She turned back
to Phillip. “To be fair, he’s probably right but I wouldn’t have
put it that way,” she chuckled. “Anyway, after the dinner, I asked
if he wanted to go to a club or coffee and he said he wanted to
Netflix and…”

“Girl don’t say
chill,” Phillip interrupted.

Mason laughed,
“No, I thought he was gonna say that too, but he said, ‘pillow
fort’. He’s got this very goofy, adorable side of him that’s almost
like talking to a stuffed animal. It’s really endearing and cute.
So, we went to my place, and we talked until late, and he stayed
the weekend.”

“Ohhh,” Philip’s
brows went up and he grinned, “Spill, please.”

“No, no it’s
nothing like that,” she stopped. This was treading into deeper
water. While she’d occasionally shared her escapades with Phillip
and Jay in the past, there was something different now.

Phillip gave her a
confused look, “Well, is he straight? Is he interested?”

“Yes, and yes,”
she lightly laughed. “His last relationship went badly, and he’s
come through a lot. We just talked that whole weekend. He never
even tried to...you know. He didn’t push sex or
anything.”

“Waiting for
marriage?” Phillip was getting nosy.

Mason laughed,
“No, just the right time as a couple,” she continued, “He wants us
to be in the right place, headspace, all those things. We talked
about a lot of things and worked through a few kinda heavy issues
that maybe a regular couple wouldn’t face until well into dating
but because of the requirements of his job, the way he has to work
so isolated, we just got thrown together for a lot of time, so we
just kept talking and eventually, we didn’t want to be apart. That
accelerated certain things. Like, I don’t know what his cologne is,
but I know exactly where he stands on LGBT, racism, human rights.
Those aren’t usually things that you talk about within hours of
meeting but he’s very open about the things he is passionate about.
Does that make sense?”

Jay frowned, “How
do you know he was being honest? He might have been bullshitting
you.”

Mason turned to
him, cocking her brow. “Jay, I wish you could have heard the
conversation at our table at the dinner. The dude from Cheltenham?
Complete misogynistic, homophobic asshole. He was downright
insulting to me and Cole…I mean, maybe I should have stopped him,
but Cole read him to filth before I knew what was happening and
that’s why they left so abruptly. Oh, and remember Tony? Yeah, he
tried to grab my ass at the dinner that night and Cole escorted him
out. I don’t even know what was said but Tony didn’t come back did
he?” she said. “Good riddance to bad rubbish, as far as I’m
concerned.”

Phillip laughed,
“I like him already!” He got up and began to clear the
table.

Jay looked at her
incredulously. “Are you kidding? He’s like some kind of cleaner?”
Jay chuckled.

Mason laughed,
“Unorthodox, for sure but he just doesn’t tolerate nonsense from
people.”

“I really don’t
think anyone misses Tony,” Jay said. “Reese has more than made up
for Tony and he’s been taking on project after project that Tony
just dragged his feet on. I bet he’s nearly completed five or six
projects that Tony was working just on his first day of being
here.”

“Right?” Mason
said, “He’s so helpful.”

Phillip returned
and refilled everyone’s wine.

“I think he’s a
little sweet on you,” Jay chuckled, “When it rains it pours, and
all that.”

“I had a feeling,”
Mason responded, “but I’m not interested. Cole is so much of what
I’ve been searching for. He’s not interested in having kids which
has always been a problem for me and relationships. He understands
what happened to me, my last relationship, he really gets me in
almost an unnerving way. I mean, he figured out that I’m an empath.
I never said anything. He just knew. The best thing of all, to me
anyway, is…” Mason paused. She contemplated putting these beans on
the table.

“Is what, honey,”
Phillip leaned in toward her.

“He’s in the
life,” she said, looking at them expectantly.

Jay looked
concerned. “Mason, are you sure about this? You got really hurt
before.” Jay didn’t mind that Mason was into kink, to each his own,
but he was worried about her meeting someone abusive like her
previous partner.

“Cole is
different, and I know that sounds trite, but he really is. I feel
very safe with him, and I trust him in a way that I never thought
I’d ever trust anyone again.”

Phillip reached
over and squeezed her hand. “Honey, if you’re happy and safe,
that’s all that matters to us but if he hurts you, we will have to
end him, that’s all,” Phillip was smiling when he said that, and it
made Mason giggle. Just then her phone buzzed.

“It’s Cole,” she
stood up to walk outside.

“Put him on
speaker. I wanna talk to him,” Phillip said.

Mason looked at
him. “I’ll ask,” she smiled. “Hey, babe, what’s up?” She looked at
her watch. “It’s 3AM there.”

“Then I must be
lonely,” Cole said. “I just missed you and wanted to catch you
before you went to bed.”

“Well, I’m still
at Jay’s. Would you want to go on video call and say hi? I promise
they won’t grill you,” she said.

“I make no
promises,” Phillip said loudly.

Cole laughed,
“Sure, I look like hell but put me on. I wish I were
there.”

She switched to a
video call and propped the phone on the table facing Jay and
Phillip.

“Hi, Cole!”
Phillip said immediately. “This is all my fault. I wanted to meet
the man who stole our Mason’s heart. Or so she has explained to
us.”

“Hello, Phillip!
It’s good to meet you. I’ve already met your lovely husband,” Cole
replied, “and I hope to meet you in person when I
return.”

“Hey Cole,” Jay
said, “Mason’s had nothing but good things to say tonight,” he
chuckled, “Looking forward to seeing you again. When are you coming
back?”

“I’ll be returning
Thursday. I’m bringing my best friend, Shaun, with me,” he said.
Mason’s brows went up. “He’s quite impressed with Mason and wants
to meet her.”

“As he should,”
Phillip said, “Our girl is amazing!”

“That she is,”
Cole said, slightly lowering and softening his voice, “I’m
completely taken with her.”

Phillip’s eyes
widened, looking at Mason who was standing behind the
phone.

‘The voice,
right?’ Mason mouthed, ginning. Phillip
nodded.

“Fantastic, Cole,
you’ll have dinner with us Friday then?” Jay asked.

“Yes, we’d be
honoured to,” he replied.

“Great, we’ll see
you then,” Jay said.

“Goodnight,
honey!” Phillip said.

Mason picked up
the phone and stepped outside by the pool. It was chilly, not too
bad but it was rather dark, so she switched to voice. She wanted to
see Cole’s face but more than anything she just wanted a few more
minutes with him.

“God, I miss you,”
she said, “Thank you for being so lovely to them. They’re like my
adopted parents.”

“You can’t choose
relatives, Mason, but you can sure as hell choose family,” he said,
quietly, “I have done, and my family might be small, but they are
supportive and loyal and really that’s what matters,
innit?”

“It is,” she
smiled, “I want you as part of my family, Cole.” She nearly blurted
it out.

“Well, I hope it’s
not as a brother. That would be awkward,” he said
gently.

She giggled.
“Yeah, that would be awkward, Honey,” she said.

“Please believe,
we’ll talk about it when I return to you,” he said, “I miss you
like crazy.”

“Natalie
Cole!” she said, smiling.
“I see what you did there.”

“I don’t know that
song,” he said, chuckling. “I just miss you so much. I miss your
gentle touch and the warm feel of you. I’m sorry. I guess I’m being
needy.”

Mason stopped
short. It still felt odd to her to be so important to anyone. She
hadn’t felt needed by anyone ever. “You’ll be back soon,” she said,
“and I’m so excited you’re bringing Shaun!”

“Yes,” he said,
“you’re the two most important people in my life. I want you two to
meet. It took a bit for him to say yes. He doesn’t like flying…” he
heard that familiar broken breathing pattern of Mason trying to
hold back tears. “Darling are you ok?” he said, concerned he’d said
something wrong.

“It’s fine,” she
slightly sniffled. “I’m sorry, it’s just...it’s very touching.
Sometimes the things you say…” She wiped her eyes.

“You mean, Shaun
not wanting to fly?” he said, trying to deflect and lighten the
mood a little.

“No,” she giggled,
“I’m just...no one really needs me, you know, I don’t feel that
important. It...it’s very sweet to hear you say it.”

“Ok, m’love. I
have a lot to say to that, but I’ll leave it until I see you,” he
said, not wanting to further upset her.

She took a deep
breath and shook her head to clear it, “Yes, Thursday! I can’t
wait. What time?”

“We should be
getting into JFK at 11:30,” he said, “but we’ll get an Uber and a
hotel room,” he was fairly sure Shaun wouldn’t fit in Mason’s
two-seater.

“Sooo the house
won’t be ready until Monday,” Mason said, “but I booked the
penthouse suite at the Equinox. It’s two bedrooms and I thought,
just this once in my life I could splurge on some really pleasant
hotel space. Why don’t we all stay there?”

“That sounds like
fun,” Cole said, “the three of us together for a few days. Shaun’s
leaving Sunday.”

“Oh, Cole, I
just...I’m just so thrilled for this time where we get this family
together. It makes me feel so close to you,” She was giddy and
beaming and he could hear it through the phone.

“Darling, me too,”
he said, softly, “Listen carefully, I want you to do something for
me.”

“Ok,” she said,
expectantly.

“When you get
home,” he continued, “I want you to take a picture for me of the
way you look, the smile I know you’re wearing right now, and send
it to me.”

It wasn’t an ask.
It was a demand and tonight, Mason didn’t mind.

“Whatever Sir
desires,” she said, coyly.

“No honorifics,
Pet,” he said, sternly.

“I’m sorry,” she
said, “I’ll be happy to do that.”

“That’s my good
girl,” he replied. “Now get on with your evening,
darling.”

“I’m getting ready
to go home,” she said, gently. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

She disconnected
and walked back inside, and she was still smiling.

Jay looked up from
his phone, “Girl,” he said, grinning, “I have never seen you smile
the way you have since you met Cole. He must be something really
good for you.”

“He really is,”
Mason said. “I don’t think I deserve him…” Phillip cut her
off.

“Don’t let me hear
that shit, Mason,” he said, sternly. “It’s not that you don’t
deserve this. It’s just that you’ve never had anyone in your life
who saw your true worth and gave you everything you deserved.
Honey, there’s a difference.”

Mason thought
about it for a moment. She still didn’t see in herself what Phillip
saw but she thought maybe she would someday. She loved him like a
father for the way he made her feel safe and loved and above all
valued.

“I love you two. I
really do. Thank you for dinner and a really wonderful evening. I’m
heading home but I’ll be back with my new family members on Friday,
I guess!” she said, smiling.

“We’re looking
forward to it,” Jay said, walking her to the door. He hugged her
goodbye and watched her get into her car and drive away.


CHAPTER
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Mason was already
thinking about the picture Cole had asked for. With just enough
boldness from the wine, she had an idea what she wanted to
do.

It was 0400 and
Cole heard his phone buzz. He still hadn’t slept since he woke up
at 0230. He picked up his phone and it was a text from Mason. He
opened it and nearly dropped the phone.

“Fucking hell!” he
whispered. She looked as beautiful as he’d ever seen her in the
soft, warm lighting, the see-through nightie and bikini. Her
flowing, long, auburn hair was down, her makeup shimmered, her
smooth, tanned skin was glowing, and above all, there was her
smile. It wasn’t the joyful one he’d pictured when he asked her for
this. It was a gorgeous, yet terribly seductive smile and he was
nearly immediately hard. She was kneeling on the bed and took the
picture in the mirror at the end of it. He could instantly imagine
her looking into that mirror, watching him as he knelt between her
legs...he shook his head. It wasn’t going to do him any good to
give over to those thoughts. It was only fucking Tuesday. It would
be too many hours before he could be near her, do anything with her
again. He texted back,






-Thank you, my
INCREDIBLY good girl-






and left it. He
wanted desperately to call her and tell her all the things her
picture had inspired in his mind but with Shaun in the small
apartment, his inevitable resulting condition wouldn’t be anything
he could take care of.

Mason looked at
her phone.






-So, you
approve?-






-Christ, yes.
Shaun is in the next room and if I call you-






-Call me what?
What do you want to call me?-






-That’s not what
I said and don’t start. This is your warning.-






-Fuck you. Call
me what?-






-I thought you
said you don’t brat-






-I said it was
negotiable. Listen closer next time. I want to play with you
tonight-






-This isn’t how
that works, Mason. But do you really want to play like this? Brat
like this? Because it isn’t like I’ve never broken one.-






-I do-






-The safeword is
mercy. Just like that. Do you understand?-






-Yes. So, fucking
answer me. Call. Me. What?-






-You little slut.
Get on your knees. I want another picture. Now.-






-Make
me.-






-If you ever want
my tongue between your legs, licking every part of you until you
forget everything but my name, you’ll do as I say. Get on your
knees!-






-You have a pic
of me on my knees-






-Filthy sluts
like you don’t belong on a bed. Get on the floor and kneel. That’s
where you fucking belong-






She did as he
asked and sent a pic. He opened it and audibly gasped. She had body
straps around her wrists, and she was kneeling on the floor in the
dungeon, looking seductively up into the camera. She was wearing
the same nightie, even more revealing in this lighting, and a
heavy, leather collar. She was leaving little to his imagination.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. All the things he’d ever
fantasised about touching her naked body and how it would look,
were right in front of him now. Her skin was glowing and smooth,
her breasts were round and full, and his mouth watered at the
prospect of kissing and licking them. He deliberately avoided
looking where that little triangle of silk barely covered her. He
was already breathing hard, and this was going to get
intense.






-That’s a good
whore. Now take the straps off your hands. You’re going to need
them-






-Done. But I only
use my hands to get what the fuck I want-






-So, you decided
to have a nasty mouth tonight?-






-Absofuckinglutely-






-Take my
throbbing cock out of my pants with your hands-






-You’re really
hard. I guess my filthy mouth must have done something for
you.-






-I’m about to
silence that nasty mouth. Start with your tongue only licking my
shaft wetting it thoroughly.-






-Mmmmm...Let me
taste you, Sir –






-Names Pet. Be a
good slut. I bet you always look better with something in your
mouth. I’m going to run my hand up the back of your neck, grab a
handful of your hair and push my cock into your sweet mouth and
against the back of your throat. I want to hear you choke as I
clear the filth from your mouth. I’ll make your eyes water and turn
your pretty face into streams of black eyeliner.-






-I’m here only
for your pleasure.-






-Now tell me what
you are-






-I’m your filthy
slut-






-Yes, but you
belong to me, do you understand? I don’t want to do this in text
anymore. I’m calling you. I want you to hear my voice as I make you
do what I desire tonight.-






Mason was feeling
just a little overwhelmed with this scene as it was playing out,
yet it felt so deliciously good to give herself over to this play
and to someone she trusted. Seeing him write that she belonged to
him sent an unexpected shockwave of desire through her and she
nearly lost her breath. She grabbed a few toys she had in the
dungeon, turned around to answer her phone and…immediately she
began to cry. She fell to her knees. The emotion was far too
intense, more than that, she suddenly felt how truly alone she was.
She hadn’t realized how much she desperately wanted his touch and
this degrading scene that she initially found intensely arousing
was now breaking her spirit and her mind.

Her phone was
still buzzing, and it was a video call. She answered and...“Mercy,”
she said, sobbing, “Mercy…Cole?”

Cole’s eyes and
expression softened, and he felt tears starting. He was gutted to
see her in this condition. Her makeup was running, and her eyes
were red, tears were freely streaming down her face. He wanted to
close his eyes for just a second to calm down, but he needed to
maintain his contact with her. He knew he had to take over and be
her strength at this point.

“Ok, darling,” he
said gently, “Listen to me carefully. I want you to take your
collar off right now and leave it on the floor. Get some water and
get out of that room, please. Leave everything there and go back to
the bedroom.” His gut had told him this was a bad idea but
something else in him didn’t want to deny her desire to play, in
whatever way she wanted it and he realized, now too late, he didn’t
know her as well as his heart would have him believe.

Mason left
everything on the bed, picked up her phone, got a bottle of water
and headed back to the bedroom. She got a box of tissues and sat on
the bed, looking at him. She never felt so lonely as she did right
now. “Cole, you were right,” she sobbed. She was hugging her arms
around her waist, rocking to try and calm herself and it was
killing him to see her like this. “I wanted to do this but I
just...I ache for you so much. I think I’ve just been lonely for
too long.”

“Mason,” he said,
calmly and evenly, “Darling, find some sweats and a comfy shirt. I
want you to take the nightie off and put them on, ok? I’m switching
to voice now but I’m still here.”

She did as he
asked and as she took off the nightie, she felt even calmer. She
found her boy shorts and tee shirt and put them on. “Ok I’ve
changed,” she said, sniffling. “It seems weird but I’m feeling
better.”

“That’s good.
That’s normal. Drink some water, m’love,” Cole continued in a
softer tone. He was slightly confused as to why this all seemed so
foreign to her. He was beginning to wonder how many times she was
left in that broken condition with no aftercare, no comfort, to
just fend for herself emotionally. A silent, raw anger began to
simmer in him, but he had to put his own emotions aside and remain
focused on getting her back into a safe headspace. “Sweetheart, I
want you to head down to the bathroom and wash your face. Take your
makeup off and make sure your face is clean.”

She left the phone
in the bedroom and went to do as he asked. She felt a little calmer
once she could see her clean face in the mirror. She went back into
the bedroom and got up on the bed. “I’m back, Honey,” she said,
still sobbing a little. He could hear her breath catching as she
tried to speak. It was like a burning red-hot knife through his
soul that she was hurting like this, and he still wasn’t sure what
triggered her. Worse, he felt guilty that he let it happen and
wasn’t there to comfort her.

“One more thing, I
want you to wrap up in the duvet with Kasey,” he said.

She got Kasey and
wrapped the soft, thick duvet around her. She was grateful that it
still had Cole’s scent on it. “I want to switch back to video,” she
said. “I want to see your face.” Her tears had subsided, mostly.
She was still sniffling a little, but she felt fairly calm, sitting
under the duvet.

“Yes love, do that
please,” Cole said gently. “I want to see that you’re
ok.”

She switched the
camera back on and held it up. Her face was bare, her eyes red but
the color had gone silver grey, and her hair was tousled. “I look a
mess, I suppose,” she said, sniffling.

“My dearest love,”
Cole said softly, “You look wonderful tonight.”

She giggled, “Eric
Clapton,” she smiled.

Cole smiled back
at her. “Are you warm enough?” he asked

“I am,” she said.
“I just...I’m sorry.”

“Jesus Christ,”
Cole whispered, softly. “No, Mason, please, darling. No apologies.”
He went on, “This is the time for me to care for you as much as I
can. I wish like hell I was there with you. You’re beautiful, and
perfect, my dear. You’ve done everything right. I want you to take
a few deep breaths if you can and I want you to know you are safe.
You are deeply, deeply cared for.”

“Oh, Cole,” she
sighed, “I feel…so broken inside. I just…I can’t play through this
without having you here with me. I need you so badly. I need your
touch. I really need to feel you. I can’t be alone and play through
this.”

He now recognised
this was the problem. Her trigger was her own loneliness. He hadn’t
meant to break her like this. He hadn’t realised they shouldn’t
have been doing this without being with each other. He felt
absolutely crushed and ashamed. He didn’t deserve her absolution,
but he needed to apologise.

“Mason, I’m so
very sorry,” he began.

“No, Cole,” she
interrupted, “This is what we said we’d do. Let it happen. If it
wasn’t working, we’d stop. I just didn’t know it could feel so
intense. It’s just texting, for fuck’s sake.”

“It’s a primal act
and emotion, sex and sexual desire,” Cole said, gently, “it’s
rooted deep in our psyche and our soul and Mason, we care so deeply
for each other, that yearning we feel right now ratchets up the
intensity, texting or talking, it doesn’t matter.”

“Maybe we need to
table this until you come back,” she said. “I still think about so
much I want to do with you but being alone like this…well, it hurts
to think about it and not have you here.”

“I understand,” he
said quietly. “I feel exactly the same...are you ok?” He looked at
her. He could see her sadness and he didn’t want to let her
go.

She smiled weakly
at him, “I wanna take a nap,” she giggled quietly.

He chuckled,
“Again with the nap. Yes, I want you to take your nap now. Think
forward. Tomorrow, you move into the suite downtown. Spoiled rotten
for the next week and literally in two days, I’ll be back, and I’ll
hold you in my arms every second you desire,” he said, “and I want
you to know the thought of having you close to me again brings me a
great deal of pleasure. For now, I want you to curl up under the
duvet, try to imagine me there, hug Kasey, and rest
well.”

“Good night,
babe,” she said, weary but smiling. “Sweet dreams,
m’love.”

“Sweet dreams,
darling.” He replied. It was 0600. He was going to get up and just
go without sleep. It was going to be a long day.


CHAPTER
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Cole got up and
showered. He had a lot to think about and foremost on his mind was
Mason’s emotional state. He knew how intense these sessions could
be and he’d overestimated her readiness to play like this. He
couldn’t help blaming himself for this latest utter failure and not
being able to be with her was killing him, but he had to try to put
all these things aside and get his work done. He headed into his
office to meet with his red team and prepare for his client meeting
tomorrow.

Mason slept well
but when she woke up, she had a wicked headache that she had to
medicate. She packed her bags for the week and loaded them into her
car then she headed into her office. She tried not to think that
she’d possibly turned Cole off by not being able to finish what
she’d started. She felt completely alone once again. Mentally she
was trying to organize her day. She was leaving early to get
settled into the hotel and she was looking forward to it. The hotel
had a renowned spa, and she made a note to book a massage. Jay was
sitting in her office when she walked in.

“Good morning,
girl,” he said, gesturing to a Starbucks on her desk. “I brought
you your favorite breakfast.”

She laughed
lightly, “You know me so well,” she said. There was no point in
letting on that there was anything wrong. She thought it best to
push it aside and try to work through things tonight when she had
time to think. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“We have another
big project but this one is going to take a while. I was wondering
if you’d be willing to take it on as lead.”

Mason had lead
projects before, so she wasn’t sure why Jay was making a big deal
of this.

“Ok, what’s wrong
with it?” she asked, suspicious of his gambit.

“It’s ground up,”
he said. “It’s a brand-new development project and we’re working
hand in hand with the developer and builder to make sure all of the
most useful amenities will be included.”

“Is this another
smart office building?” she asked.

“No, this is going
up in Brooklyn and the selling price will likely be closer to $40M
when we’re done but since this is going to take so much of your
time, Ben is giving you 80% of the commission.”

Mason quickly did
the math, and her brows went up slightly. Not bad for a year, year, and a half of easy work. I don’t
even need to be in the office much.

Jay continued,
“Reese compiled a lot of the research data we’ve been collecting
over the last five years and he’s working up a list of amenities
that we think should be built into the design. You’re going to be
working with him on the initial consultation with the developer and
builder but then he’ll move on to another project. I’ve got about
five I need him for.”

“Wow! He’s really
fitting in great, a real go-getter,” she said.

“Oh, Mason,” Jay
said, “he has so much potential, and he’s been an incredible help
already.”

“He better be
getting paid for it,” she looked at him sternly and crossed her
arms. “You and Ben work that out? Because for damn sure he’s worth
at least twice what Tony was making.”

“We haven’t,” Jay
said, “but you’re right. I don’t think we’re paying him enough, to
be honest. We really didn’t see this position evolving so quickly
with him in it. I’ll get with Ben, and we’ll get it straightened
out.”

“Yeah, and his
increase needs to be retroactive to the day he started,” she said
decisively.

Jay chuckled,
“You’re always looking out for people,” he said. “Are you sure
you’re in the right business, this cutthroat real estate
industry?”

“It’s not
cutthroat to me,” she smiled. “The deal is the deal,” they both
said together.

She laughed. “Yes,
you know my motto. I don’t compromise anything to get the deal. It
is what it is and if it’s not possible, something else is but
people make this whole agency run. They need to be treated as the
most valuable resource.”

Jay smiled at her
as he stood up, “You sound like Ben now. Well, it’s worked well for
us all these years. Mason, I swear every day, you make me thankful
for you being here.”

“You’re too kind,”
she chuckled. “Hey, I’m cutting out a little early to go get
settled into the hotel.”

“No problem,” he
said, handing her a folder, “We’re meeting with Reese tomorrow
morning to see where he’s at with his part of this project then I
guess you’re off for the rest of the week?”

“Yep, Cole and
Shaun are landing at noon Thursday,” she said, “and they’re staying
in the suite with me. One little happy family for a few
days.”

“Great then,” Jay
said walking out, “Let me know if you need anything,
hon.”

Mason nodded. She
sat down and started looking through the folder. This was going to
be a solid year or two on this one. Reese walked in and she looked
up.

“Hi, Mason,” he
said smiling.

“Hey, Reese. I
just wanted to let you know, even if my door is open, if you could
just knock and let me know you’re here. I startle easily,” she
said, smiling.

“Oh, sure. My
apologies. Thanks for letting me know,” he said, smiling somewhat
sheepishly. “I wanted to drop off my preliminary recommendations
and the research they’re based on. I’d like to get your take since
you’ve been in this market for a while.”

Mason looked at
the stack of folders. Why did this
industry have to be so dependent on paper? “Reese,” she said gently, “I hate to ask you. I know we
gathered this data through paper surveys and so on…”

“You want me to
put it into a dashboard?” Reese asked.

Mason paused,
pleasantly surprised. “Yes, if you could. It doesn’t need to be
anything fancy, just something I can manipulate easily. Again, I’m
sorry about the inconvenience.”

“It’s no trouble.
I really don’t mind,” he said.

“Reese,” Mason
said, “I want you to know I deeply appreciate having a facilitator
who is as skilled and keen as you are. We’ve been through several
and honestly, I was beginning to think the level we were seeing was
status quo. Thank you for being so willing to come in and clean up,
admittedly, a lot of our mess.”

Reese smiled at
her. “Well, I want you to know that I truly appreciate a place that
will let me spread my wings, so to speak, challenge me and trust me
to get the job done. It’s been pretty refreshing.”

“It’s good we
found each other then,” Mason chuckled.

“Yes, it really
is,” Reese said, heading out of her office. “I’ll get to work on
it. I think I’ll have this ready on Monday.”

“Not a problem.
Thank you so much.” Mason said.

The rest of the
day was largely uneventful and around three, Mason received a call
from the hotel that her suite was ready, so she left immediately.
It had been a special request on her part to add the second bedroom
and she couldn’t wait to see the space she would be sharing with
Shaun and Cole.

She arrived at the
hotel and the concierge handed her the key cards and personally
accompanied her to the suite to make sure everything was to her
liking. She walked through the doors and even with all of her
experience seeing some amazing spaces in Manhattan, this sight was
particularly thrilling.

There was a full
dining area, excellently appointed with modern style furnishings,
tables with smooth glass surfaces, a full wet bar, and sleek marble
countertops. The ten-foot windows ran floor to ceiling and the view
to the south saw the shining One World Trade Center, looming over
the financial district and the harbor beyond. She walked through
the plush living room seating area, past the cozy fireplace.
Opposite the dining area was the large, master bedroom where she
found high grade linens and tropical weight duvets adorning a
modern platform bed and surrounding black out curtains. She wasn’t
sure how often she’d draw them as the view from the bedroom
couldn’t have suited her taste more. The room was intentionally
cool, and she was already envisioning snuggling in Cole’s warmth.
From the east facing windows, there before her was a stunning
panoramic view of the alluring metropolis to which she had become
so passionately attached.

The slick modern
lighting contrasted beautifully with the classic dark wood
bookshelves and well-stocked sidebar creating a space replete with
class and elegance. Adjoining the bedroom, was a spacious bathroom
with high quality holistic bath products and in the center was a
spectacular marble soaking tub. Mason could see herself using that
tub as soon as she was able. In this space, there was a closet
bigger than the small bedroom in her new house and a gorgeous open
shower space as well. She could feel the spoiling of herself
beginning.

“Is everything to
your satisfaction?” the concierge asked.

“It’s truly
magnificent,” she said a bit breathlessly. “May I see the adjoining
bedroom?”

“Yes, ma’am, this
way,” he replied, with an appreciative smile and motioned her to
the hallway. Opposite her suite was a door that opened into another
entire room complete with a relaxing wood accented shower room and
rainshower head, a living area with a computer desk, and a large,
comfortable bed with the same premium linens. There was also a
small refrigerator and kitchenette.

“Perfect,” she
said, almost giddy, “This is well beyond my expectations. I’d like
to make one request if I could?” she asked the
concierge.

“Anything, ma’am,”
he replied

“I’d like to have
the refrigerator in this room stocked with a case of Guinness dark,
if possible.”

The concierge
chuckled, “That is absolutely not a problem,” he said. “That’s
quite easy. You would be surprised what people have asked
for.”

Mason laughed
along, “I probably wouldn’t but I can imagine. If it’s not too much
more, could I also get a case of Moscato, or Prosecco delivered for
the other room and refrigerated?”

“Oh, absolutely,”
he said, kindly. “Is there anything else?”

“No. I don’t think
so,” she said. Just then, they heard a knock across the hall. Mason
looked out and saw that her bags were being delivered. She walked
out into the hall and slipped the porter a $100. “You can leave
them here,” she said, smiling at him.

“Thank you,
ma’am,” he said, smiling back.

She turned to the
concierge. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” she
said.

“I’m Lee,” he
said, “If you need anything at all during your stay, I’m happy to
help.”

“Thank you,” she
said as she slipped him a $100 as well. She remembered Cole asking
her about this expensive habit she had. For as long as she had been
able to do so, she had tipped hundreds for service. She felt like
she always demanded a lot of people, for instance, she wanted her
car parked in a good space, she always had more bags than what was
ever necessary for a trip, and she always had several extra
requests for hotel and restaurant staff. Money doesn’t fix everything, but it gets shit done in
Manhattan.

“Thank you,
ma’am,” Lee said, “Do you need a reminder call for your spa
appointment?” he asked.

“No, thank you,”
she said, with a smile “I’m heading there shortly.”

Lee smiled and
silently tipped his head to her and left.

Mason took her
luggage into the suite. She gave herself a few minutes to sit and
look out at the city. Her firm had put clients up in this suite
before and she always thought it would be nice to stay here herself
just for a few nights. Now she was staying for six and she was
incredibly excited to share this experience with Cole. The city
rolled out before her like a treasured tapestry she was seeing in a
beautiful new light, and she felt her energy rising. She put her
things away and showered before her massage.

The spa space
beckoned to her with its calming neutral colors and relaxing decor.
It was quiet, uncluttered, warm, and exactly the serene space she
needed right now. As she put herself into the masterful hands of
the masseur, she now had time to think about fixing this unsettled
feeling. She was looking forward to regaining her full confidence.
She still felt rather fractured from the night before. Cole’s words
had been so kind and gentle, and he helped her feel safe again. She
wasn’t sure why she felt so broken in the first place. It wasn’t
his words. She’d played like that before and while degradation
wasn’t always her favorite thing to do, she enjoyed it sometimes.
She needed to feel like she was owned but last night, she just felt
alone, so thoroughly alone and more isolated than normal. Was it
really her own loneliness that she couldn’t deal with?

She’d conquered
many demons alone and grown so much in the last three years. In all
that time, she hadn’t needed anyone, no casual company, no
companion. Though she’d enjoyed it when Lacey stayed over, she
never really felt like she needed
that. She had always wanted more. She wanted to
belong to someone and if she couldn’t get that, she didn’t need
anything else. She considered that maybe she broke so deeply
because she and Cole had not come to the ownership threshold and
last night’s scene felt more like just being used.

Ownership…it was
an empty fantasy she’d often had, and she thought now that it
probably would never happen. Perhaps she just wasn’t the type of
woman that happened to. No one ever wanted or needed her that much.
She wasn’t sad about it. She’d learned a long time ago to simply
accept that she wouldn’t be perfectly desirable for anyone. “It is
what it is” had become damn near a mantra for her. Once she let go
of “needing” love, power became what she strived for, and power
came with wealth. Wealth and power could solve a lot of social
problems that often laid heavier on her heart than her own issues.
She always felt the fight for someone else to be a far more worthy
venture than fighting for herself. What is
the point of having money if you don’t do any good with it?
She didn’t see any way to be powerful
and be someone’s “good
girl”. The two things didn’t fit together in her mind, yet she
hoped that with Cole, being the unique soul he was, ownership might
now be a slim possibility.

Her massage was
done, and her muscles felt rejuvenated, her entire body refreshed.
She thanked and tipped the masseur and headed back to her room. A
hot soak in that tub was looking really good. When she got to the
room, she checked her phone. It was 1700 and there were two missed
calls from Cole. She sat down in the chair looking out the window
and immediately called him.

“Hey, gorgeous,”
he said softly.

She giggled,
“You’re too much,” she said, “How...um...how was your
day?”

“It was good.
Yours?” He wanted to talk about the previous night, but he felt
awkward, and he was trying to find a way to bring it up.

“Well, I guess I
won’t be selling New York for a while,” she said.

“What do you
mean?” he asked.

“Our firm is
embarking on a partnership with a developer for a year and a half
ground up building.”

“Really?” he
asked, “Ground up. Sounds tremendously ambitious. Why your
firm?”

“We did a massive
marketing survey project a few years ago that, shamefully, we never
fully compiled and analyzed the data from. Eventually, we roughly
identified the top amenities and features that the companies we
surveyed said they would like to have in a building. Not long ago,
we gave the survey results to a developer and now they want to
develop the ‘dream’ office complex,” she said. “Sorry, I’m
rambling.”

“No, no, darling,”
he said, “tell me more. I’m genuinely curious. The office building,
I work in in London is ancient and I can think of a few things I
wish it had.”

“Well, you know
how Jay and Ben are. People first, so aside from the smaller
niceties like warm air hand dryers, full kitchens and cafeterias,
and fatigue reducing lighting and flooring, they want a highly
sophisticated security system with cameras and audio capture. From
all of our data, the presence of cameras does reduce criminal
activity, both from the outside and the inside. Our goal is going
to be, and I quote, human resource comfort and
security.”

“And you’re going
to lead this project?” Cole asked.

“There’s a whole
team of contractors involved but I’m the real estate lead on it and
our firm is going to have the last word on a lot of the purchasing,
interior design, and materials. It’s going to take so much of my
time, I won’t be able to do much else, so Ben is giving me eighty
percent of the commission. The other twenty is going to fund some
charity projects that we’re involved in.

“Whoa,” Cole said,
“Impressive. How do you feel about that, though? It sounds
daunting.”

“Well, we have a
new assistant in the firm...hey, about that. Tony never came back
after that dinner for some reason.”

“You don’t say,”
Cole said, blandly. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“Exactly my
thoughts,” she giggled. “Someday, you’re going to tell me all about
that.”

“Maybe,” he said.
“Go on. New assistant.”

“Yeah, he’s
actually a marketing professional so he’s helping me initially with
data and with the developer consult but after a week or so he’ll
move on, and I’ll be on my own. Really, I’m fine with it. Ground up
development projects are not something agents in New York get to do
often, if ever. Not many places left to build. It’s a CV builder if
nothing else.”

“This sounds like
an amazing project and opportunity,” he said smiling, “I’m really
happy for you.”

“Me too,” she
said, “So what’s going on in your world? It sure is lonesome in
mine.”

“George Strait,”
he laughed.

“Hey, yes!” She
laughed with him. “You know a lot more American Country music than
I thought you would.” She got up and walked to the
bathroom.

He chuckled, “I
suppose...Mason, I thought about you all day and all evening,” he
blurted out. “I’ve been thinking so much about last night and I
just...I’m so sorry, again.”

Mason turned on
the water to fill the tub then went to the shower to wash off the
massage oil. “Cole, don’t torture yourself. I should be the one
apologizing. Once again, my mouth wrote a check that my body
couldn’t cash,” she said, quietly. She put the phone on the counter
and put the speaker on.

“Oh, no, no, no,”
he said, firmly, “Mason, why would you think that you had any
reason to apologise? I was your top. I should have been more aware.
It’s my responsibility to make sure the scene was safe, and it
wasn’t,” he said, irritated with himself, “We need time with each
other before we try things like that, I think. I need to know you
better, understand you. I wish to God that I was with you right
now.”

“It’s ten o’clock,
Cole,” she said, stepping out of the shower and putting on her
robe. “If you’re thinking about what I’m thinking, you’re missing
the feel of me lying next to you. You’re missing holding
me.”

“I am,” he said,
softly. “I wish I was there to take your hair down,” he
said.

She was unclipping
her coif and letting her hair fall around her shoulders. “I wish
you were too,” she said, gently. “I’d like to feel your hands
running through my hair and I want to play with your curls,” she
said, smiling. She walked back to the tub, laid her robe on the
chair, and turned the water off. As she sank into the intense
warmth of the water, she imagined this was how it felt to have
someone’s love envelop her in a moment of deep connection,
something she dearly yearned for in her life.

He was restlessly
running his hands through his hair. He paused for a moment. “What
are you doing?” he asked calmly.

“Oh, Cole,” she
said, excitedly, “There’s a marble tub in this bathroom. I just had
a massage at the spa and now I’m soaking in hot water in this tub.
It’s incredible.”

He briefly stared
at his utilitarian shower, mentally accusing it of treating him
like a peasant in the 1800s. “That sounds wonderful. I need
something to relax. I’ve slept like shit this week and I’ll be glad
to get this meeting over and get on that plane. I’m frustrated
and…” he trailed off. She doesn’t need to
hear my bitching while she’s having a soak.

“What’s wrong,
Cole,” she asked. Sliding a little further down into the warmth of
the water.

“No, no, darling,”
he said, apologetically, “I am fine actually. You don’t need to
hear me whinge,” he chuckled lightly.

“I literally
wouldn’t want to hear anything else,” she said. “If that’s what you
need right now, I am here for you.”

Cole thought about
it. If this wasn’t such a special time for her, he might have taken
her up on it. He didn’t really have anyone to talk to right now.
Shaun wouldn’t understand how he was feeling, and he didn’t want to
share the context of his failed scene with Mason. He was just going
to have to deal with his own demon. It was a small one anyway. “I’d
much rather hear about how good that bath feels. I wish I were
there with you.”

Mason lined up her
selfie camera and lay her head back, closing her eyes. She snapped
a pic and sent it to Cole. “It feels amazing, and it looks like
this.”

He looked at the
picture. It looked like something from a high-end travel magazine.
Mason was lying in the tub, with her head back over the rim and her
hair flowing around her. The room looked like something
meticulously designed for a movie set, an over-the-top luxurious
washroom that shouldn’t exist in reality. “Jesus, Mason,” he
breathed, “That looks fabulous. You deserve it,
dearest.”

She giggled, “It
really is wonderful here. I feel like I’m dreaming a
little.”

He checked his
phone. It was 2300. “Darling, I need some sleep,” he said quietly.
“I’m already packed and ready to leave on Thursday. Shaun’s getting
pretty excited about the trip too,” he chuckled, “He’s packed too
and he’s usually one to wait until the last minute.”

“That’s terrific,”
she said. “I’m excited to meet him.” She was trying to take a
picture of her in the tub without revealing too much.
Knees up or down? Finally, she had the perfect angle and snapped. She sent it to
Cole.

“God damn it,
Mason!” he said, giggling softly “I’m already restless.”

“I know what you
can do about that,” she said slyly

“No, I can’t,” he
half whispered. “Shaun is in the other room.”

“Awww, that’s a
shame,” she said, with mock pity. “I was going to help you
too.”

“Mason,” he
cautioned, “I don’t think we should...do that.”

“Ok,” she said
gently, “I’m sorry.”

“No, again, you
don’t need to apologize,” he said, “I need to touch you so badly
right now that I don’t think mentally I can handle thinking about
kissing you, tasting you, and not being able to touch your
body...and that’s as honest as I can be with you in this
moment.”

“I feel that same
way,” she said softly, “It’s impossible to think of feeling
your...tongue in my…mouth and yet not be able to feel you in my
hands.”

“Hands?” he asked
quietly.

“Arms...I meant,”
she said.

“Fuck, why are you
like this, Mason?” he giggled

“I’m sorry,” she
said. “I’m clumsy with words sometimes. What I meant to say was
‘It’s impossible to think of feeling you in my mouth and yet not be
able to feel you in my arms.’ Yes, I’m sure that’s what I
meant.”

He was rock hard,
and he couldn’t help himself now. Her voice and her words were
winding him up. He began to firmly stroke himself, fantasising
about watching her go down on him. He had a short fuse tonight and
his breathing was becoming heavier.

Mason heard what
was happening. “Oh, so have you changed your mind about what we
should do tonight?” she asked, coyly.

“Fuck, yes,
Mason,” he said through his ragged breathing. “Talk to me, baby
girl, what do you want tonight?”

“I want you in my
mouth, Daddy,” she said, gently.

“Names, Pet,” he
cautioned, trying to slow his breathing but he was stroking himself
harder now and he knew he couldn’t hold back much longer with these
images racing through his mind of her perfect mouth around him and
her tongue sliding the length of him.

“I want you to
push deep in my mouth, press hard into the back of my throat,” she
whispered. “Feel me trying to swallow your tip. Let me pull back
and slowly part my lips with you again, sliding you deep into my
mouth.”

“Yes, FUCK, yes,”
he quietly moaned, through gritted teeth, “I want to feel the
warmth and wetness of your mouth around me.”

“And I want to
give you that,” she moaned, “I’ll run my tongue all around you.
Feel me close my hand around you, following my lips as I pull you
out slowly again. I’ll continue to stroke you and press my mouth
under you, licking your balls, soaking them with my tongue.” She
heard his breathing catch hard and stop.

A long, low,
primal growl came from deep within him as he came harder than he
ever remembered.

“Fuck, Honey,” she
moaned. “Let me take all of that in my throat.”

A flood of images
in vivid color washed over his mind in suffocating waves, images of
her face, as she smiled, as she cried, memories of her touch, her
caresses, and the sound of her small moans as he kissed her neck in
her office, kissed her at her apartment. He felt surrounded by
every memory of her and his soul filled with the deep affection he
felt for her. All at once, this seemed like the safest place for
him to share this extremely intimate moment with her, for as much
as he could.

“Mmmmmm, that’s
it, Honey,” she murmured, “Easy, now, let your good girl clean you
with my tongue. Let me taste all of you.”

His growl gave way
to a deep moan then a ragged, small cry.

Mason closed her
eyes. That she could do this for him felt better to her than any
orgasm she could have at this moment. Suddenly, things seemed
right, and her spirit felt whole again. She waited for his
breathing to slow. “Are you ok, Honey?” she asked,
gently.

“Yes…Fuck, I can
hardly breathe.” He paused, panting, “CHRIST, I needed that more
than I thought. Thank you, my love.” His breathing was slowing.
“Thank you,” he whispered.

“Honey,” she said,
softly. “I want you to get some water and get under your covers,
close your eyes, and imagine me holding you close. Can you do that
for me?”

“Yes, yes I can,
sweetheart,” he was overcome with emotion at the moment and weeping
softly, holding back so as not to let her hear. “Ohh, God, I need
to feel you in my arms again, Mason,” he said. “Honestly, my body
is aching for your touch.”

“Me too, and we
will soon, sweetheart,” she continued, “You are cared for, my love
and you’re safe now. Get some sleep, Hon. You need to be on
tomorrow and that’s gonna be tough without any sleep.”

“I think I’m going
to sleep pretty well tonight,” he said. “Thank you again, my
darling.”

There it was
again, the “I love you” hung heavy in the air. Mason closed her
eyes to let the impulse pass. “I miss you, sweetie and…we’ll be
together soon.”

For Cole, saying
“I love you” seemed to be the right thing to say but not like this.
Not without being there to look into her eyes. “We will. Good
night, m’love.”

“Good night,”
Mason disconnected. The water had gone tepid and, although it
wasn’t the quiet time she’d planned, she’d not felt this relaxed in
a while. After drying off, she wrapped herself tightly in her robe
and got into bed. For a long time, she lay and thought about
hearing Cole responding to her words, her voice. It felt deeply
satisfying that she could affect him like that. For her, it
confirmed the connection he needed so badly. She took a deep breath
and looked at the twinkling city lights out of the window. She felt
like she was sleeping on a cloud, so high above the chaos of the
streets. Manhattan held her like a familiar lover, and she started
to doze. She pressed the button to close the blinds and as the room
went dark, she closed her eyes and drifted off.

Cole got out of
bed and went to get cleaned up. He couldn’t believe her words had
taken him that far or perhaps he missed her so much and the
anticipation of making love to her was that strong. The emotional
connection he had with her was stronger than what he’d had with
Alessia. He thought back to how they met and tried to pinpoint the
moment he fell in love with her and yet, loving her seemed to be
something that built up around him rather than any given moment.
Even more surprising for him, it had all happened in just over a
month, yet he felt like he’d known her for uncounted years. He went
to the fridge and got a bottle of water. He looked over and Shaun
was sleeping quietly on the couch. A peacefulness came over him, as
if everything in his world was right, replacing the restlessness
he’d been unable to shake. Since he’d returned, he hadn’t slept
more than a few jetlagged hours and now he was tired and truly
ready to get some sleep. He climbed into bed and thought about how
satisfying it was going to feel hugging her when he saw her again.
He drifted off, thinking he could nearly feel her warm, soft body
against him.


CHAPTER
19

Cole woke feeling
finally rested and with an odd calmness about the day. He checked
his laptop to make sure that everything was updated and ready. His
phone buzzed.






-Hey, Honey! Just
wanted to let you know, you’re brilliant and you’re going to do
great today-






-It’s 3AM,
darling-






-You know what
I’m going to say-






-Are you
lonely?-






-Yes. But I also
wanted to give you some encouragement today. I don’t do that often
enough.-






-You continue to
amaze me, m’love.-






-Wanna see my
view?-






-Yes.-






Cole opened the
attachment and gasped slightly. It was a picture of Mason, in
silhouette against a nighttime city view from what appeared to be
at least twenty stories in the air.






-Christ, Mason,
that’s beautiful!-






-Can’t wait for
you to be standing here with me.-






Her phone buzzed
and she picked up.

“Hello, honey,”
she said softly.

“Ohh, Mason,” he
breathed, “that view is incredible. Is that really where we’re
staying?”

“Yep. I told you,
I’m spoiling myself this week,” she giggled.

“Yes, but you’ll
also be spoiling us, I think,” he paused for a moment. “Darling,
may I tell you something?”

“Of course,” she
was smiling, and he could hear it.

“I’m beyond
missing you,” he said, “I’ve been away from you for only a few
days, and I yearn for you in a way that has truly taken me by
surprise.”

“Cole,” she
replied, “I miss you so much it hurts. I don’t want you to leave
again. I’m not kidding...I…” she stopped. She thought she might
have said too much.

“I know,” he said,
cautiously, “Darling, I promise. We’ll discuss it when I get
back.”

She cleared her
throat, “We will…so go get ‘em, today then get on that plane and
get your fine ass back here,” she giggled.

He laughed, “I
will do exactly as you say…Mason, you mean a lot to me. Please
don’t get discouraged.”

She wondered how
he knew her mood was deteriorating. She ached to hold him, hear
him, be near him. She didn’t think it would be this bad, but she
had yet to get a decent night’s sleep. “I’m ok, for now,” she
laughed lightly. “But don’t take too long…Don’t you get discouraged
either. We’re just being ridiculous teenagers,” she giggled. “I’ll
see you tomorrow, actually.”

“Yes, you will,”
he said. “Get some sleep.”

“I’ll try,” she
said. “Bye, m’love.”

“Bye,” he
whispered and disconnected.

He stretched and
tried to relax. He felt invigorated and her morning call gave him a
newfound confidence. He got ready and headed to his
office.

Cole walked in to
find that the clients had arrived early and were sitting in his
boss’ office.

“Cole, come on in,
once you’re settled,” his supervisor called to him as he passed the
door.

“Be there shortly,
Brice,” Cole said. He walked to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee.
It was mud compared to the gourmet coffee he’d become accustomed to
in New York. As he poured a cup, he thought about how Mason was
already spoiling him in small ways. He only used fresh ground
pepper, Himalayan pink salt, gourmet coffee, and tea in little
triangular “flow thru” bags. He wondered who he was anymore, and it
made him smile.

As he walked back
to Brice’s office, he felt slightly concerned. It was unusual to
meet the client directly like this. Normally, he was only a voice
on a phone.

“Come in, Cole,”
Brice said. He was a large, rugged man with a perpetual five
o’clock shadow and somewhat long, dark hair that he kept in a
ponytail. He rarely wore a suit jacket, just a dress shirt, sleeves
rolled up and a loosely tied necktie. He always looked ready to do
some kind of hard, manual labor…but with a tie. Brice was a kind,
supportive person and Cole had genuinely enjoyed the many years
they worked together. Brice generally thought of Cole as being
smarter and far more capable than he felt about himself. At the
same time, the unwavering faith Brice placed in Cole often drove
him harder and inspired him to find or create clever solutions that
frequently pulled him out of a tight spot.

“Brice, good to
see you again,” Cole said, shaking the big man’s hand. He sat down
next to him at the small conference table and put his laptop down.
He looked at the guests, two rather ordinary middle-aged gentlemen,
well dressed. Selfridges?
They looked very much alike.

“Cole, I’d like
you to meet Shannon and Chester Landry. They are contracting us to
do security and IT for a land development project in Brooklyn, New
York. It’s going to be a ground up project.”

“Ah, good to meet
you,” Cole said, “So you’re contracting the security and IT? Bit
unusual, innit?”

“Yes, well to
clarify,” Shannon said, smiling, “We’re coordinating the
infrastructure to be laid as well as the cabling throughout the
complex and installation of security features.”

Cole looked
confused, “Ok, I’m not sure why you need penetesting. There’s no
network without servers.”

“Right you are,”
Chester said. “We’re here for something else. What we’d like your
company to do is help with designing the structured cabling for the
security and surveillance systems we will be placing throughout the
complex and the adjoining car parks.”

Cole’s brows went
up. Design was something he’d done in the past and though it had
been a while, he was quickly warming up to this challenging
opportunity. “So, power over ethernet?”

“Yes,” Shannon
answered, “Ultimately, we will be responsible for installing access
control systems for enhancing the safety of the buildings. The
contractor has partnered with a local commercial estate agent who
is the lead on this. They’ve collectively deemed, and I quote,
‘human resource comfort and security’ as their highest priority.
They want this building to have the most requested amenities based
on the estate agent’s research and they demand top notch security
systems and surveillance which is why we’ve come to you,
specifically Mr. Dixon, and this firm.”

This was starting
to sound vaguely familiar to Cole. “Go on,” he said.

“We will also
install the cameras and recording devices and we’d then like for
you to assist our IT team in establishing and securing the data
transfer points that will move the camera footage, audio, and
access data off-site.”

Finally! Getting
in on the ground floor of design instead of trying to shore up a
network someone else threw together. Cole
was elated at the chance to do this project, but something was
niggling in the back of his mind. Maybe because of his extended
sleepless nights or disastrous scene he’d had with Mason, his mind
was slow, but it was about to catch up quickly.

“This sounds like
a fantastic job,” Cole said, “and quite the project. I’m pleased to
be part of it. Do you have a timeline?”

“Yes,” Chester
replied, “About a year and a half.”

Cole froze.
Everything was clicking into place at light speed.
This literally can’t be happening twice.
He looked at Brice. “I need to make a phone call.”
He abruptly stood up, left the room, and walked out to the
hallway.

“Hey, Cole,” Mason
answered, sleepily.

“Darling,” he said
in a hushed voice, “I’m so sorry to wake you. I need to talk to
you.”

“What’s going on?”
she asked, concerned, “Is everything ok?”

“The project
you’re working on, where is it?”

“What do you mean?
It’s in development and planning right now,” she said, still a
little groggy.

“No, honey,” he
said gently, “I’m sorry. I mean where in New York is it
located?”

“Oh, fuck me,” she
giggled, “Sorry, yeah it’s in Brooklyn. Why?”

“Fuck,” he said
under his breath, leaning against the wall.

Mason sat up,
fully awake, “What’s going on, Cole?”

“This fucking
project I’m on? The one that’s meant to keep me in New York for a
year?”

“Yeah?” she said,
“What about it?” she paused. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you don’t
mean?”

“I do,” he said
helplessly. “The firm we’ve been contracted by is Landry, Limited
and they literally used the phrase ‘human resource comfort and
security’. It’s got to be the same project.”

“I don’t know
anyone on the teams yet. What are you worried about?” she
asked.

“Conflict of
interest, obviously,” he said. “Fucking hell. I don’t know what to
say at this point. They’ve come here specifically to contract me
for this…”

“Well, you’ll have
to decline it,” she said. “Fuck it, Cole. Just come back to New
York. Take a break…” she knew she was probably putting too much out
there but she wanted him with her. It didn’t matter to her what he
did for a living, if anything. She suddenly realized...“I’m sorry.
I’m being incredibly selfish,” she said.

Cole laughed,
“Darling, no, it’s not selfish. It’s incredibly sweet. What am I to
do? Be your domestic?” he said, jokingly, “I’d be lying if I said
it wasn’t tempting but I kind of like this stuff. Let me
think…”

She giggled, “Ok,
ok, but what are you going to do?”

“Well…right, this
project is different. I don’t have to pass the network. I’m
building it and someone else will test and pass it. Maybe there
isn’t really a conflict of interest working with you...but let me
talk to Brice.”

“Ok, sweetheart,”
she said. “I’m getting up. Let me get to the office so I can
consult with Jay if I need to. Give me a call later and let me know
what’s going on.”

“Yes, of course,
darling. Later.” Cole walked back to Brice’s office. He motioned
for Brice to follow him. “Brice, I need to talk to you privately
for a moment?”

“If you’ll excuse
me,” Brice said to the clients. They walked into Cole’s
cubicle.

“Cole. What’s this
then?” Brice asked.

“Brice,” he began,
“I’ve met someone.”

“That’s lovely and
we can talk about it later but...”

“She’s in New
York, Brice,” Cole interrupted, “She’s a negotiator for a
commercial estate agent. I’ve just talked to her and she’s
literally working on this same project, we think.”

Brice was
gobsmacked. Then he began to chuckle, “Christ, Cole, of all the
women in New York you could have met…” he scratched his head.
“Well, we’re going to have to get full disclosure from them.” He
looked carefully at Cole, “Do you think there’s a
conflict?”

Cole shook his
head, “This time, I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean
‘this time’?” Brice said.

Cole took a beat.
“It’s a long story,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go ask them about
it.”

They went back to
the office and Brice sat down, “Gentlemen, we have a request. It’s
going to be really important to work this out if you want us on
this project.”

“Absolutely we
do,” Chester said. “What do you need?” He opened his
portfolio.

“What can you tell
us about the estate agent and their sales negotiator?” Brice
asked.

Chester leafed
through a few papers, “I don’t have a lot on the estate agent’s
side,” He pulled a promo sheet from his portfolio and passed it to
Brice. On it was Mason’s photo, full color. Cole immediately felt a
rush through his body at the sight of her picture. She looked as
beautiful as the day he left her. Her blue eyes were as brilliant
and her smile as radiant in this photo as they were in
person.

Brice looked over
the sheet. He looked at the picture and then at Cole. Cole nodded
his confirmation. Brice looked at the picture again and back at
Cole, raising his eyebrows.

“Is there some
problem?” Chester asked.

“We don’t think
so, but we want to be up front,” Brice said, “The negotiator, Mason
Garris, is a close personal friend and we wanted to make sure that
wouldn’t appear as a conflict for you. A ground up project is a
significant risk, so we want to be transparent.”

Shannon spoke up,
“We can’t really see a conflict arising.” He looked at Cole. “Mr.
Dixon, are you comfortable working with this agency?”

“I have no problem
with it,” he said, confidently, “As Brice mentioned, we just want
to be transparent.”

“We have complete
faith in your professionalism,” Shannon said. “We want to proceed
with contracting you.”

“Brilliant! Next
steps would be for you to send us specs and directions,” Brice
said.

“We’ll get those
to you. When will your man be in New York?” Shannon
asked.

“I’ll be in New
York as of tomorrow,” Cole said. Brice snapped a quick look at
him.

“Excellent,”
Shannon said, gathering his things and standing up. As the others
in the room stood, he continued, “The collaboration website will
have more details and be updated as we get them. It should be up
and running by Monday. We’ll be sending you credentials to the
collaboration site and start there.”

“Great,” Brice
said. “Anything else?”

“Not from our
end,” Chester said, turning to Cole. “We’re incredibly pleased that
you were available for this project. Your excellent reputation
precedes you, Mr. Dixon. It’s a pleasure to have you aboard.” He
held out his hand.

“Thank you,” Cole
replied, shaking his hand. “It’s a pleasure to be working with
you.” He picked up his laptop and headed back to his desk. He was
packing up his briefcase when Brice approached him.

“Cole,” he said,
walking into his cube, “This is your lass?” He pointed to the
picture on the sheet.

Cole looked at
him, confused, “Yes, Mason Garris. That’s her.”

“She’s stunning,”
Brice said, looking at the picture again. “So…you’re heading back
tomorrow? That was a quick visit.”

“She is, actually.
She’s brilliant and kind,” Cole said, cautiously. “Something you
wanted to say?” he asked Brice.

“No, no...Is it
serious?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

“Maybe. I hope
so,” Cole replied.

Brice looked at
him. “Are we losing ya?” he asked, quietly.

“Honestly, I don’t
know, Brice,” Cole said, irritated. “If you have a
minute.”

“For you, all the
time in the world,” Brice said. “What’s on your mind?”

“Brice, I work
remotely eighty plus percent of the time. My honest feeling is I
could do a hundred percent of the time but there’s this ridiculous
idea here that we have to meet people in person, and we have to
report in person. Why?”

“So that’s it?
You’re frustrated with that?” Brice asked. This was catching him
off-guard. Cole usually seemed ok with the return trips.

“I am a bit put
out with the amount of travel,” Cole answered. “That’s been well
before I met Mason.” He slowed down. He knew his frustration was
showing and it wasn’t Brice’s fault that he couldn’t be with Mason
right now or that he had to travel back to London so often. “But
maybe I’m weary. Maybe I’m ready to settle down somewhere. Maybe
not in London.”

“You know, not all
your jobs are in New York,” Brice said.

“The majority
are,” Cole said, “and for most of them that aren’t, I don’t even
need to be in the same city.” He looked down at his desk and closed
his eyes for a moment. Taking a deep breath, he continued, “I don’t
know, Brice. I love what I do. I like working here. It’s better
than managing my own contracts but there are other outfits where
I’d never have to leave home to work, let alone travel thousands of
miles to make a report,” he stopped. He didn’t want Brice to think
he was ready to leave his employ.

“Home? I thought
London was home,” Brice said. He was concerned for Cole. He
generally didn’t see him get agitated like this and he knew
something was definitely different now, not wrong but
different.

Cole looked at
him, not really knowing what to say. Home wasn’t something he’d
thought specifically about recently. Now, at this moment, being put
on the spot, he wasn’t sure where home was. “I have a flat, but I
haven’t really felt at home here since I’ve come back this time,
since I left her...Sorry, I know that sounds
ridiculous.”

“Not at all,”
Brice said lightly, “Cole, people’s lives change. They have
families and situations that we need to accommodate if we want to
keep good employees around, and I can assure you, we do. We’ll talk
about it, yeah? You’ve a great reputation and, as a vendor, we’re
attractive to prospective clients because you’re here so we’ll talk
about it while you’re in New York,” he grinned and patted Cole on
the back. “Who knows? You might not need to come back to London if
we can work something out.”

Cole smiled at
him, “Brice, thank you. At least for listening. You’re a good
friend.”

“You too. Now get
packed, mate.” Brice said, smiling. “You’re going to be gone for a
while.”

“Yeah,” Cole said,
smiling back. “I’m excited to tackle this one.”

Mason hadn’t yet
heard from Cole. She’d looked through her folder, but she only had
information on the building contractor and a preliminary timeline.
She decided to talk to Jay to see if he had anything else. She
walked to his office and tapped on the open door.

“Mason,” he said,
smiling, “come on in, hon. What’s up?”

She sat in the
chair opposite his desk. “Jay, do you have any information on the
other firms involved in the Brooklyn project?”

“I do,” he
replied, “I can pull up a few things. You’ll be getting credentials
to a collaboration website they’re setting up, but I have access to
the temporary bulletin board right now. What do you want to
know?”

“Who is managing
IT and security?” she asked.

He stopped and
looked at her, incredulously. “You don’t think…”

“I do think,” she
replied, slightly exasperated.

Jay chuckled. “Of
course. ok, let’s see who’s managing...It’s a company called
Landry, Limited, based in the UK. It says here that they are a
coordinator, but they have contracts with some top-notch firms for
security and ground up installation of networking.” He looked a
little more, “They are basically coordinating the companies that
will do the cabling and security installations, cameras, access
points, data transfer points.”

“Landry, that’s
it,” Mason sighed. “I talked to Cole this morning. They’ve
contracted him. I think it’s for the planning and network
implementation, not penetesting or passing the network. He said
someone else will be doing that, so I don’t think there’s any
conflict here, but what do you think?”

Jay turned slowly
to her. “Mason, I don’t think it’s a conflict of interest but
that’s not the thing you need to be concerned about.”

“What do you
mean?” she asked

“Mason,” he said
carefully, “it takes a special kind of couple to work together.
I’ve seen great couples torn apart after working together. Are you
sure you’re up to it?”

“I think so,” she
said, “we’re not really going to bump heads with this project. I
don’t think we have to worry about anything. Besides, we talk to
each other pretty openly so I’m sure we can resolve any
conflicts.”

Jay smiled, “I’m
glad to hear that. Just one piece of advice, if I may.”

“Go on,” Mason
said.

“Working together,
you have to think of it like The Godfather,” he said.

“I should make him
an offer he can’t refuse and put a bloody horse head in his
bed?”

Jay laughed
loudly, “Why the fuck are you like this?” he chuckled, “No. Try to
remember it’s just business. Don’t make assumptions about Cole
personally based on how he is at work. Does that make
sense?”

She hadn’t thought
of it that way. “Yes,” she said, “it makes a lot of sense,
actually…SO much better than the horse...head...thing.” She winked
at him giggling.

Jay shook his
head, chuckling, “I don’t think there’s a conflict here for us. If
Cole’s firm and Landry are ok with it, then we’re go. If they
aren’t, I’ll take this one. Phillip would rather me have a 9-5
schedule anyway,” he said.

Mason smiled,
“Great. Thanks for working through that.”

It was 1900 and
Cole was finishing packing and updating his laptop. He had access
to the collaboration bulletin board at any rate. He was looking
through the vendor list when his phone buzzed. It was Mason. He
glanced at his watch and knew she must be calling from the
office.

“Hello,
sweetheart,” he said, softly. “How is your day going?”

“Cole,” she
giggled softly, “you know that makes my knees weak.”

“Sorry, bad
connection, I think. Makes what wet, now?” he said, feigning
ignorance.

“Fucking hell,”
she laughed, “you win.”

What’s going on,
my lovely?” he asked.

“I talked to Jay,”
she said.

“Oh?
And?”

“This is the same
project,” she said. “So, it looks like we’re going to be working
together, sort of. I doubt our paths will cross much so he doesn’t
see any conflict on our side.”

“Right, I talked
to Landry and Brice earlier today,” he said. “Neither of them
thinks there’s any problem.”

“Oh, you did talk
to them?” she asked.

“Yes, of course,”
he replied. “Why?”

“Nothing, really,”
she said. “You were supposed to call me and let me know what they
said. I mean, it’s ok, but had I known that Landry had cleared
this, I could have made the call myself and moved on with my
day.”

“Oh, darling, I do
apologise. Really,” he said sincerely, “I think it just...slipped
my mind.”

She could hear
something else. “Can we video call? I want to see your
face.”

“No. I’ll tell
you.” He gave in. With the mood he was in, seeing her face right
now might be the end of his career. Even though he knew it would be
a mistake, the combination of missing her, his compulsive
tendencies, and his age-old frustration of traveling so much was
pressing him hard today and he knew she would read the angst on his
face. “I was talking with Brice after the meeting.”

“Ok, what did you
talk about?” she asked.

“I was venting
some of my frustrations with traveling so much to him,” he said.
“Mason, I love talking to you and I want to talk about this, and we
will, but can we not talk about it now?”

“Whenever you’re
ready, Honey,” she said softly. She paused. She was beginning to
think that maybe he wasn’t keen on coming back. “So...your flight
information? You didn’t send me that. You said the first flight
but…”

“Oh, God, I’m
sorry, again,” he
said.

Mason could hear
his irritability, “Cole, your voice is literally dripping with
frustration. I’m not trying to be the source of that…”

“Christ, no,
Mason,” he said, “you are the...goddamn sanctuary and I can’t wait
to get back home…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Let me pull this up.
Flight BA175, we’re landing at 1255.”

There was the
“home” again. With his current state of irritability, she decided
to let it go. “Cole, let me pick you up. I want to see you as soon
as I can.”

Cole chuckled,
“Well, I’m afraid that won’t work, not in your car. Shaun is a
rather large individual.”

Mason giggled, “I
have more than one car.”

Cole stopped. It
had never occurred to him that any of the other cars in the car
park were hers. “Really?”

“Yes,” she said.
“I have a Navigator. Will that be big enough for Shaun?”

Cole laughed,
“Yes, darling, I think it will.” He now remembered seeing the
imposing beast sitting on the rooftop garage in the
corner.

“I will see you
tomorrow, then, Honey. Keep your chin up. I’m excited to hold you
again,” she said lightly.

“You have no idea,
sweetheart,” he said, quietly. “For fucks sake, it’s only been five
days and I feel like I’m going to mentally implode if I don’t see
you soon.”

“You don’t fool
me,” she said, “I know there’s something going on. I’m not going to
forget. Get some water. Get some rest. I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“Yes, darling, and
thank you,” he said.

“For
what?”

“For being
supportive and tolerant of me when...when I’m like this,” he said.
“For not running when I show you different sides of me. I don’t
like you seeing me like this, moody, irritable, but be assured it’s
not you in the slightest.”

“Why would you
thank me for that?” she asked, “that’s...that’s what we do, right?
We stay. We help.”

He suddenly felt
tears starting. He realised now that she cared about the things he
said, and she listened, she remembered and applied them. She didn’t
remember them in order to throw them back at him during an argument
like a bank of mistakes from which to make withdrawals at opportune
times. She remembered because she’d learned something important
from him and no matter how insignificant, it meant the world to him
that she had taken his words to heart.

“Yes,” he said,
gathering his composure, “Yes, that’s what we do. We stay and we
help.”

The damn “I love
you” was hanging there once again, between them like forbidden
fruit. Mason wanted so badly to say it, but the first time
shouldn’t be like this. “Cole, just remember you are deeply cared
for. Get some sleep and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I will, m’love,”
he said. “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow. Till then.”

“Bye, hon,” she
disconnected the call.

Cole finished
packing when his phone buzzed again.

“Yes, darling,” he
murmured, in his most seductive tone, “What did you
forget?”

There was a long
pause on the other end. “Me wallet,” said Shaun, softly, “Can tha
bring it t’ pub...darlin’?”

Cole paused for a
minute then broke down laughing. “Shaun, I’m sorry, I was just
talking to Mason. I will say this, you’ve improved my
mood.”

“Well, bein’
honest, Ah wor flattered fer a minute,” he chuckled, “Now get th’
arse down here and hae some dinner wi’ me.”

“Coming right now.
Just to be clear, I don’t kiss on the first date,” he
said.

“Ah do so gerr
ready ta pucker up, lassie,” Shaun laughed.

Cole walked into
the pub and expected to find Shaun sitting at the bar. Looking
around he noticed him sitting at a quiet table in the back with an
extra pint.

Shaun stood as
Cole approached. “Cole!” he said and hugged his friend. These bear
hugs were something Cole wondered if he could live without for long
periods of time. As they sat down, Shaun looked him over carefully.
“Nathen, what’s goin on in th’ ‘ead t’day?”

“Shaun you always
seem to know,” he smiled.

“It’s nowt. Tha
wear yer heart on yer face,” Shaun said.

“Shaun, I’m
thinking about staying in New York. I haven’t come to any decision
yet. I’m mulling it around.” Cole said, trailing off, drawing deep
on the pint in front of him.

Shaun stared at
him for a moment, “Is it New York, or Mason, thas
thinkin’?”

Cole looked up
quickly. He smiled, “Once again, you always seem to know. It’s
Mason. I know this sounds crazy, but it’s been pure torture being
away from her. Is it just that honeymoon phase, you know, like when
you first meet someone? I don’t know but once I go home, I know I
don’t want to leave her again.”

Shaun furrowed his
brow and drank a long pull. “Where’s ‘ome, mate?” he asked
quietly.

“What do you
mean?” Cole asked, confused.

“Tha said ‘once Ah
go ‘ome’. So where’s ‘ome?” he asked

“Did I say that?”
Cole asked

“Aye. Tha did,
mate,” Shaun said, sitting back. “Thas i’ love wi’ this lass. Tha
need ta quit ponderin’ and start actin’.”

Cole thought for a
minute. She did feel like home. Always. This wasn’t anything new
but when had it become part of his regular conversation? “I
suppose. I know I want to move forward with her but I’m afraid of
change, even when it’s good for me. I think about staying in New
York with her and then all I seem to be able to think about is my
job is here, missing you, and this place I’ve always called home.
Then I think about leaving her and nothing else matters but getting
back to her.” He stopped for a moment. “I’m exhausted and confused
and frustrated and I know when I get back to her, literally none of
this will matter.”

“Ach!” Shaun said,
disgusted, “Thas doin me ‘ead in. Thas owerthinkin it, mate. London
ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

This suddenly
struck Cole funny, and he laughed, “Right, yes, I’m overthinking
it. It’s something we’re going to talk about when I get there so I
think I just need to leave it until then.” He drained the rest of
his glass and signaled the barkeep for two more pints.

“Aye,” Shaun said,
chuckling, “It’s a grand idea Ah’m coming wi’ ye. She needs an
owner’s manual fer ye, Christ’s sake.”

Cole laughed
again, “Hey, it’s getting late. What are we eating?”

Mason lay back in
the aesthetician’s chair and took several deep breaths as the man
massaged her face and applied some products. She wanted to look her
best tomorrow when she picked up Cole and Shaun and had scheduled a
facial. She was re-running their earlier conversation. She knew she
shouldn’t read too much into things but damn, it was difficult.
What was he thinking about? Was he having second
thoughts?

“See this is why
you shouldn’t jump in with feelings right away,” It was her demon
again. The one that never seemed to want her to get hurt but also
didn’t want her to be happy with anyone. She took another deep
breath and tried to be calm.

She had numbered
them at one point, her demons. Number 3 was the one that always
wanted to make social plans but, in the end, made her too afraid to
follow through so she never had many friends. Number 7 was the one
who always kept her confidence at bay, so she didn’t always stand
up for herself against the abusers. Number 9 was the one who
constantly reminded her that she was worthless, damaged goods for
whatever reason, can’t have kids, mental health issues etc. Number
13 was that bitch that told her each and every day that she wasn’t
good enough to keep living because she was too fat, too weird, and
unloveable. She’d learned to fight those well enough ever since she
was a teenager, and they were now barely whispers but this
demon…this one was fairly new. This one came around the last time
she fell in love. This one convinced her that the only man she
deserved was one who “kept her in line”, who was willing to
tolerate her inadequacies and she should be grateful in spite of
the abuse. After all, where would she ever again find anyone who
would put up with her? This one didn’t have a number. It seemed to
be a reiteration of the others, taking only the most damaging
criticisms, and leaving behind any saving grace. It didn’t want her
to trust anyone who might lift her up or encourage her, but it
allowed her to be supportive and encouraging of others, just not
herself and it didn’t want her to believe she was absolutely loved,
all under the guise of keeping her from being hurt. She hadn’t yet
learned to fight this one properly but when Cole was with her, she
couldn’t hear it. She couldn’t hear any of them. Was it supposed to
be like that? Do soulmates fight your demons, or do they just
silence them when they’re around? Cole was her soulmate; she was
sure of it. He was everything that her soul lacked, and she seemed
to be able to fill in the blanks for him too. As the aesthetician
cleaned her face and finished with some moisturizer, she smelled
the cedar fragrance and was reminded that the man who’d silenced
all of her demons would be returning tomorrow, and she was yearning
to hold him again. Her skin felt better than it ever had, youthful,
soft, and supple. She happily tipped the aesthetician and headed to
her room.

Mason was enjoying
sitting in the chaiselong by the huge windows of her living room,
looking out over the city. She glanced at the clock. It was 1900 so
Cole was probably in bed. He had to catch his plane at 1000 his
time so she wasn’t going to...her phone buzzed. It was
Cole.

“Hey, Honey,” she
said softly. “Why are you calling so late?”

He thought he’d
never tire of hearing her voice like this. “Hello, darling,” he
said quietly, “I just wanted to hear your voice.”

You have an early
flight, sweetie. I thought you’d be asleep,” she said.

“We just got in
from the pub half hour ago,” he said, “Shaun’s already asleep. He’s
very excited to meet you.”

“I’m really
looking forward to meeting him, too,” she said. “I wonder what he’s
going to think of our Manhattan English pub,” she
giggled.

Cole laughed,
“Well, it’s not packed out with farmhands and dogs so he might not
love it but I’m sure he’ll be happy enough with it, especially
chatting with Rupert.”

“Why do you say
Rupert?” Mason asked.

“They’re both from
Yorkshire,” he replied.

Is that why
Rupert’s accent is SO different from yours?” she asked.

“Yes, but he’s
lost a fair bit of it. It’s called Broad Yorkshire,” he said. “It’s
nearly a lost language. You’ll be hearing it plenty with Shaun,
though his is fairly Londonised,” he chuckled. “Darling, I simply
can’t wait to see you. I wanted to hear your voice again. Thank you
for chatting with me.”

“Get to bed,” she
said. “Sleeping is like time traveling. You wake up and it’s a
whole new day and I’m incredibly happy that my days have you in
them.”

“You just made
mine, sweetheart,” he said, smiling so big she could hear it
through the phone. “Goodnight, m’love.”

“Good
night.”


CHAPTER
20

Mason had a quick
meeting at her office but by 1100, she was picking up her SUV from
storage. She felt like she was walking on air as she headed to the
arrivals hall at JFK and as she waited and watched the board for
Cole’s flight to land, she felt unusually nervous. Did she look
good enough coming straight from the office? He’d seen her looking
fairly good on occasion but today she wanted to take his breath
away. She’d decided on a crimson power suit, stark white cowl
underneath, lipstick, and nails to match, and her new Louies. It
may have been just a bit much, but she had to stand out, right? How
else would he find her? She wanted to impress Shaun as well. She
didn’t want his best friend to have any doubts about her.
What would those be? She
kicked the thought as she saw the British Airways 777 pulled up to
the gate. She took a deep breath and anxiously watched the hallway.
Through the decidedly crowded flight of people, she saw him. Her
breath caught. He looked comfortable, huggable, and she’d missed
him so much that, seeing him now, she nearly teared up, but she
didn’t break out the Charlotte Tilbury foundation today to cry it
off. She took a slow blink and...he’d disappeared. There was a
large Viking standing where he’d been. From behind the Viking, Cole
emerged again with his carryon, and he caught sight of
her.

He stopped walking
for just a moment and stared, taking her in. She was a vision in
scarlet, radiant and glorious. She’d never looked more beautiful to
him and for as many times as he’d thought that, she seemed to take
every opportunity to exceed his expectations. He slowed his pace
and Shaun turned to see if he was ok. He saw Cole staring and
followed his gaze.

“That thy lass?”
he asked, his jaw dropping in disbelief.

“She is, Shaun,
Christ! She looks amazing,” Cole breathed.

Shaun lightly
smacked the back of his head, “Gi’ on, ya daft bugger. Nip on a
hug,” he growled, shaking his head.

Cole walked to her
and stood facing her, smiling, drinking her in. He’d forgotten how
blue and mesmerising her eyes really were, how long her beautiful
legs looked in heels, how temptingly closely her skirts hugged her
gorgeously round hips, how her perfume smelled, sweet and light. He
took her hands and leaned in to whisper in her ear as if slowly
falling into a familiar, safe belonging. “Darling, I’ve missed you
so much,” he said softly, kissing her cheek.

Mason closed her
eyes, a flush of heat rushing throughout her body as she felt his
warm, soft breath on her neck once again. “I missed you, too,
Honey,” she whispered.

Cole nearly melted
where he stood. His whole body shivered as he easily slipped his
arm around her waist to pull her close to him. The way her body
willingly cleaved to his seemed a sweet, undeserved destiny and all
of his frustrations from the last 24 hours dissolved into the space
between them. He lightly kissed her neck and pulled away as Shaun
walked up to them.

“Darling, I’d like
you to meet my best friend Shaun,” he gestured to the big
man.

Mason turned and
froze for a moment. She hadn’t seen a man this big since the last
time she was courtside at a Knicks game and even at that, she
wasn’t sure. She took him in from toe to head and she found his
beautiful green and grey eyes nearly hypnotizing. She extended her
hand a second too late as Shaun grabbed her and pulled her into his
bear hug. She hugged the Viking back and giggled as she stepped
back.

“Suited ta meet
thee,” Shaun said. “Thank ye for takin’ care o’ me
mate.”

“I believe it is I
who should thank you,” she said, smiling at Cole, she
absentmindedly reached up to brush a curl from his forehead. He put
his arm around her waist and smiled.

“Ach, ‘e’s right
daft sometimes but ‘e’s kind,” Shaun said.

Mason laughed,
“That he is. Shaun it’s so lovely to have you here. Do you guys
need to go to baggage claim?” They started to walk toward the
parking area.

“No,” Cole
said.

“Oh, ok.” Mason
said lightly, but Cole knew something was off. “What is it,
m’love?” he said quietly.

“Nothing,
I...would have thought you’d have more bags…” she trailed
off.

“I can’t pack for
a year, sweetheart,” Cole chuckled and took her hand. “I’ll pick up
clothes here as I need them. I know a guy,” he smiled and looked at
her expectantly.

She visibly sighed
her relief. “Yeah,” she giggled, “I think I know a guy too. Let’s
get you guys to the hotel.”

Mason opened the
door to the suite and Cole audibly gasped as he stepped
inside.

“Mason, this is
gorgeous!” he exclaimed. “Oh, darling, the pictures don’t do it
justice.”

“Cor,” Shaun
breathed quietly, as he walked to the huge windows and looked out
at the magnificent view of the city. “It’s owt, more than Ah thowt
it ta be,” he said softly.

Cole walked over
beside him, “This is what I mean, Shaun. It feels so vastly
different from London,” he said.

Shaun looked at
him, “Aye,” he said, softly, “It does…It suits ye. Tha like
adventures and excitement. Reckon tha’ll find it ‘ere,
mate.”

Cole smiled and
looked at him. “I reckon too,” he said, “but I don’t know. Maybe
I’d miss you too much.”

Shaun gently
smacked the back of Cole’s head, “Tha daft bugger. Look at ‘er,” He
motioned to where Mason was tidying the dining room table she’d
been using for a makeshift office. “Tha don’t need me. Ach, Ah’m
just a call, a plane ride away,”

Cole laughed. “I
suppose you are. But whatever shall I do without your kiss
goodnight?”

“Knob’ead!” Shaun
said, laughing.

As they stood
there admiring the view, Mason walked up. “There’s more to see, you
know,” she said chuckling.

She took them
through the rest of the suite and then across the hall to Shaun’s
room.

“Bigger than thy
flat, Cole,” Shaun laughed as he walked inside. He opened the
fridge and stopped. He looked back at Mason. “Lass, did tha leave
this ‘ere.”

Mason looked at
him concerned, “I did ask to have that stocked with Guinness. Cole
said that’s what you like,” she said, carefully.

“Aye,” Shaun said,
reverently, “Ah do.” He walked over to her and pulled her into
another bear hug. “Thank ye.” He turned to Cole, “She’s arright.
Owt ye said.”

Mason stepped
back, looking slightly confused. She looked at Cole.

“He said he’s very
happy with and grateful for the well-stocked fridge,” Cole
interpreted.

“Oh, ok,” she
giggled. She looked at her watch. It was nearly 1600. “Shaun, what
do you say we head to the pub for a pint?”

“Cole,” he said,
cautiously, “Tha better pin ‘er or Ah might,” he laughed a big,
hearty laugh.”Missy, find me a pub.”

Mason giggled,
“Done! I’m going to change. Y’all can freshen up and we’ll head
out.”

Mason and Cole
walked back across the hall. Cole walked through the door first and
as Mason shut the door and turned around, he pushed her back
against it with his body, parting her legs with his knee and
pinning her. He looked deeply into her eyes and leaned in, “FUCK, I
missed you,” he growled as he roughly kissed her neck.

She went weak,
nearly collapsing with desire, grateful for the support from his
strong leg wedged between hers, “I missed you too. God, I missed
you,” she whispered. Her hands were pinned, and she couldn’t touch
him. He had tangled his hand in the back of her hair, holding her
head still and he’d pinned her shoulder with his elbow, such that
she couldn’t move her arm. With his other hand, he was holding her
wrist tightly against the door. He pulled back and looked into her
eyes for an exceedingly long moment. He could feel her whole body
trembling against him. Then he smiled sweetly and kissed her lips,
once, twice, then deeper, gently tasting her mouth again, letting
her slowly rim the inside of his lips. He’d intensely missed this
just as he’d missed the feel of her softness under him.

Mason felt her
whole body repeatedly quiver under him and she didn’t even try to
stop it. His kiss felt warm and tasted sweet. He smelled of
cologne, the sweat of traveling, and raw passion and it lit a very
primal desire in her. She seriously wondered where he was going
with this. She was ready to give herself completely over to him,
but this didn’t feel like the right time. She bowed her head
slightly and looked up at him from under her lashes, “What do you
want to do now…Sir?” she asked, biting her lower lip.

He pushed hard
against her body once more, looking into her eyes. His look was
intense and dark. “Names, Pet,” he said through gritted teeth. She
kept pushing this boundary with him, but he was getting used to
this little bit of bratting and even enjoying it. He took a slow
blink and a slow breath. Looking back into her eyes, he leaned in
and kissed her lips lightly. “Ohh, Pet, I want to do sooo much to
you,” he murmured breathlessly, “but right now I want...to go get a
shower,” he laughed lightly and kissed her again. “Then I want to
take my beautiful lass to the pub,” He smiled the biggest smile
she’d seen yet. She giggled softly and looked down then back into
his eyes.

“Ok, you win,” she
said, smiling. “Let’s get ready. Anything you want me to wear
specifically?”

Cole stepped back
letting her go as he turned toward the bedroom, “I don’t know.
Something flowing, maybe?”

“I think I have
something you’ll like,” she said. She’d just got a new dress from
Ted Baker of London, and she thought it might be perfect, not too
dressy for the pub and it was comfortable.

While Cole
showered, Mason fixed her hair and makeup. She got dressed and went
into the living room to wait for him. A knock came on the door. She
opened it and it was Shaun.

“Aye, lassie,” he
said. He paused; taken with her beauty. He swallowed hard. “Tha
look right loovely. Ah hope Ah look grand enuff ta nip on wi’ ye
tonight.”

“Come in, Shaun,”
she giggled. She took a long look at him. He was wearing pleated
slacks, off-white work shirt, sleeves rolled up and a suede vest.
He had his hair down and it was a magnificent, waist-length mane of
auburn curls, swept to one side. He truly embodied the Viking
spirit, she thought. “Breathtaking,” she said, softly.

“Ach,” he laughed,
shyly “Theur just sayin,”

Mason giggled,
“You look great, Shaun, truly. Come in and have a seat. Do you want
a beer, glass of wine?”

Shaun walked in
and sat on the sofa. “Naw,” he chuckled, “I wan’ to properly judge
t’ taps at t’ pub.” He seemed to take up the majority of the sofa’s
length. Mason was fascinated with his “gentle giant” nature and his
beautiful eyes. She sat opposite him in the chair.

“Shaun, I’m so
glad you’re here,” she said, “Cole speaks so very highly of you. He
doesn’t really let people in so you must be incredibly
special.”

“Aye, ‘e doesn’t.
‘e’s a bit of a loner,’’ Shaun said. “We ‘ave a good time,” Shaun
looked at her, carefully. “‘E talks about tha umpteen,” he said
evenly. “‘E texted me night ‘e met tha. Thowt ‘e might’ve met
summun ‘e’d like ta know but I thowt ‘e’d met ye t’ day ‘e got
‘ere.” He chuckled, “Didn’t reckon ‘im fer fallin’ on t’ first
date.”

Mason laughed,
“That night we met was…crazy.”

“Oh, aye?” Shaun
said.

Just then Cole
emerged from the bedroom. He had on black slacks with a watch
chain, black shirt, and a silver jacquard vest. His curls were
loose, and his eyes were sparkling. His smile was bigger than she’d
ever seen. Mason stood up and looked at him, her breath catching
slightly. She’d forgotten how he could make an outfit look so
delicious.

Cole looked at her
and smiled, taking in her beautiful long hair which fell across her
shoulders in auburn waves, her sparkling blue eyes, complemented by
the blue dress and her shimmering smooth skin. He longed to hold
her. “Darling, you look wonderful tonight,” he waited.

Mason giggled,
“Eric Clapton,” she smiled warmly at him as he walked to her and
kissed her cheek. “Let’s go.”

As they walked
into the pub, Mason looked back to see Shaun’s reaction. He ducked
slightly to come through the door, but he immediately looked around
and smiled. She caught his eye and he spoke, “Aye, lassie. Ah like
this pub. Wouldn’t have thowt it ta be in a big city,” He was
grinning as he looked at the bar. “Ohh, truly loovely,” he
murmured. He looked round at the fireplace. “Where’s t’dog?” he
asked. Cole chuckled and Mason laughed. She patted him on the
shoulder and looked around for Lacey. She saw her behind the bar
and motioned her to come over.

“Hey, girl,” Lacey
smiled and kissed Mason on the cheek. “Cole,” she said shyly. Cole
took her hand and squeezed it warmly. “Lacey, my dear, it’s lovely
to see you again,” he said, smiling. “I’d like you to meet my best
mate, Shaun.” Cole gestured behind him.

Lacey stared up at
the man as if she were a tourist staring up at the Empire State
Building. Shaun extended his huge hand and enveloped Lacey’s,
shaking it gently.

“It’s uh…nice to
meet ya,” she said, quietly. “Why don’t you guys have a seat at
that table in the back and I’ll be with you in a minute.” She
pointed to a large table near the back corner.

“Grand ta meet
tha, miss,” Shaun said. The three of them made their way across the
half empty pub and sat down.

Cole was smiling
ear to ear, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed by Mason. “You look great
when you smile, hon,” she said.

“I’m just so happy
to bring the two most important people in my world together,” he
said.

“Aye, thas reight
important t’ we, too,” Shaun said. “Afore we left, t’ lass was
tellin’ me how tha met.”

Mason squinted,
“Was I?” she giggled. “We were right here, in this pub,” she
continued, “I did something incredibly um, daft, and Cole rescued
me and my evening.”

Cole chuckled.
“Not really daft…maybe a little,” he looked at Shaun, “We stayed at
her apartment for the weekend and just got to know each other, at
least a fair bit about each other.”

Shaun smiled,
“Sweet,” he said.

Just then Lacey
arrived at the table, “It’s good to see you guys back! And good to
meet you,” she said, turning to Shaun. “What can I get
yous?”

Cole spoke up,
“Guinness for me and for Shaun,” he turned to Mason, “Darling, what
d’you fancy?”

Mason looked at Lacey, “Not much for beer tonight. I’ll have a dry
martini.”

“Gotcha,” Lacey
said, “Yous need menus or…?”

“Can we start with
a charcuterie board, Lacey, dear?” Cole said.

“You got it,” she
said smiling, “I’ll be back.”

Shaun looked at
Cole, with mild disdain. “Thas gone soft. What’s ‘appened ta beer
and mutton?”

Cole laughed,
“Right, now hear me out. Lacey has been getting imported cheeses,
even a Barncliffe Brie, so I thought a little taste of home to
start might not go amiss.”

Mason winced
slightly at the word “home”, but she decided to let it go once
again and table that for later. She turned to Shaun. “Lacey’s been
getting some meats from the UK as well,” she laughed lightly, “so I
think you’ll enjoy it. Cole and I eat it a lot when we’re
peckish.”

Shaun looked at
both of them, a bit suspiciously. “Aye, Yorkshire brie? Then Ah’ll
‘ave to try it.” He looked at Mason. “What things do tha cook at
‘ome?”

Mason chuckled and
Cole smiled knowingly, “Well, absolutely nothing, if you ask
Cole.”

“She makes a hell
of a bagel,” Cole said giggling.

“I don’t really
cook much. I’ve been single for a few years and cooking just isn’t
worth it with so many restaurants around,” she said.

“Surely tha cook
on Sunday?” Shaun asked

“Not really,” she
answered, “but Cole has cooked for me a few times and he’s really
good at it. I figure he’ll teach me, or we’ll make an arrangement,”
she winked at Cole.

“‘E made the curry
chicken, didn’t ‘e?” Shaun chuckled.

Mason looked at
him, “Yes…he did.”

“It’s ‘is best
one,” Shaun said, “Ah cannae make it but when ‘e comes back ta
London, Ah ax fer it.”

Mason smiled
warmly. She thought about how lovely it was that these two friends
were so in tune and cared for each other so deeply. She wondered if
that’s how Shaun knew something was wrong that night…

“I think it’d be
fun to cook together, what do you think, sweetheart?” Cole asked
Mason.

“I think I’d like
that,” she smiled at him and pulled on her drink.

Lacey came back
with the charcuterie. Shaun was first to try the Yorkshire brie.
Cole anxiously watched the big man close his eyes. “That’s grand,”
Shaun murmured. He looked up at Lacey. “Thank ye.”

Lacy patted his
shoulder, “You’re welcome,” she said, “Now what are yous gonna eat.
We gotta feed ya.”

Shaun spoke up
first, “Cottage pie, if theur ‘av it,” he said, “‘aven’t ‘ad it in
a while.”

Cole looked at
Mason and she nodded for him to order for her. “We’ll have the
porkies.”

“I gotcha,” Lacey
said, walking away.

“So Shaun,” Mason
said, “what do you do for a living?”

“Programmer,” he
said.

Mason looked at
Cole who was absently munching the crackers and brie. “How long
have you been doing that?” she tried again.

Cole smiled to
himself. Shaun didn’t really talk about work much. He didn’t talk
much at all until he warmed up. Cole figured he could open up the
conversation but right now, he was admiring her effort, so he
wasn’t going to let her hang too long.

Shaun looked at
her for a moment. “Ah been at it little more than ten years. Allus
liked computers. Ah like what Ah do. Comp’ny treats me well. Got a
regular schedule and time for t’ pub.”

“What made you
choose programming?” she went on, relieved he was talking more.
Cole was all but letting his mouth hang open. Shaun barely ever
said two words about his work and here he was fairly rambling on
for Mason.

“It’s a long
story, lass,” he chuckled. “But it’s t’ do with me mum and dad. Nae
Ah make them comfortable. Allus wanted to.”

“That’s lovely,”
Mason smiled at him. He gave her a big grin back and pulled on his
beer.

“Theur ‘ave a
grand smile, lass,” he said softly.

She blushed and
smiled sweetly. “Thank you. You do as well,” she said as she
drained her martini.

Lacey had returned
with their meals, and they ate and talked, Cole and Shaun regaling
Mason with tales of their misadventures. A half hour later, a tall,
rugged but lean gentleman approached the table.

“Rupert, how have
you been?” Cole motioned the man over.

“Ah come ta see if
yer ‘appy with mah porkies,” he said. He put a firm hand on Shaun’s
shoulder, “Does tha kin a cottage pie as good?”

Shaun turned to
the man in disbelief. He looked back at Cole who was grinning as if
he’d just got one over on his friend.

“From Yorkshire?”
Shaun asked Rupert.

“Aye. Bainbridge,”
Rupert grinned.

“Mah folks are in
Burn Bridge Village,” Shaun said. “Me dad kept beasts on t’farm
west of Harrogate.”

“Ach, t’Dales is
grand but farmin’ is ‘ard there,” Rupert said, looking Shaun over
as if he’d found a long-lost friend. “Come over t’bar. ‘ave a pint
wi’ me.”

“Aye, aye,” Shaun
said, “S’cuse me, lass, Cole,” he nodded and moved over to the end
of the bar where Rupert continued to ply him with Guinness and the
occasional sausages, cheeses, and odd pies and chutneys from the
kitchen.

Cole and Mason
watched the two, talking like old friends.

“I can’t begin to
tell you how happy I am to be back here with you,” Cole said,
looking at Mason. He gingerly brushed the hair back from her face.
“I missed you.”

She smiled and
looked into his eyes. “So, you said we’d talk about that. Do you
want to talk now or just relax?”

He thought for a
moment, “Talking with you is always relaxing so, yeah. Let’s see
how far we get.”

She turned to face
him. “Cole, I’m going for broke here and I just hope I’m not
overstepping,” she started, “we’re embarking on this journey under
the worst set of circumstances,”

“What do you
mean?” He interrupted.

“Well, working
together, of course,” she said.

“I don’t see it
but go on,” he said, calmly.

“I feel like this
is going to be a challenge because we want to get to know each
other more but no one is their true self at work,” she
said.

“Fair enough,” he
said, “but just so you know, I’m really looking forward to getting
to know Work Mason as well.”

She giggled,
“Careful what you ask for. All of that said, I feel like spending
as much time as we can with each other away from work is going to
be important.”

“I agree,” he
said, “I’m not tied to a hotel in the way I thought I’d be but now
I’m tied to Brooklyn so, same thing, I guess. There are going to be
nights when it’s going to be too late to come see you or I need to
be on site too early.”

She looked at him
blankly, “What do you mean?”

Cole paused. He
didn’t know what answer she wanted but he didn’t want to misstep at
this juncture. “Mason, I don’t want our relationship to be just
going to work and sleeping once things get busy. I’d rather spend
quality time with you than trying to snatch a few hours here and
there.”

Mason took a beat.
She tried to understand his reasoning, but she didn’t.
Sometimes even married life is like that. Why
would it matter if some nights were longer than others in terms of
time we could spend together? She began to
wonder if he thought she was moving too fast. “I understand,” she
lied. “I just want to make sure that work doesn’t get in the way
and that we can still keep moving forward…but honestly, sleeping
without you is damn near impossible for me,” she said with a gentle
smile.

He looked into her
eyes for a moment, then smiled. “It is for me too,” he leaned in
and kissed her lips gently.

“Nights are
forever without you,” she said, smiling expectantly.

“Seals and
Crofts?” He guessed.

“England Dan and
John Ford Coley,” she giggled.

He laughed, “You
got me, m’love.”

“Cole,” she said,
more serious now, “Why don’t you stay with me? Just make my home
yours while you’re here. Then the quality of the time together
really doesn’t matter, does it. Some nights will be great. Others
will be trash but every night, we’ll be together.”

He stopped. He
wasn’t sure how to handle her request without pushing her away. He
wasn’t ready to live with her for many reasons. Regardless of the
reasons, it was just too soon but he also knew how easily she could
feel abandoned. He wanted to be ready, and he wanted to be sure he
was someone she honestly wanted in her life. He didn’t want to be
just some kind of salve for her loneliness. “Darling, every evening
that I can, I will be with you. I promise...and you are always
welcome to come home to Brooklyn, you know,” he said,
gently.

She laughed,
“Dammit Cole, I just moved from Brooklyn,” she tried to make light
of his answer, but it cut her. It wasn’t the resounding “Yes” she
wanted to hear. She let that go as she refilled their wine glasses.
“So, trips to London,” she said, “you said you were tired of
traveling.”

“Oh, that’s the
worst of it,” he said, “Brice is afraid I’ll leave but I don’t want
to. I just don’t see the point of having to meet people in person
when we have at least ten ways to video conference. It’s an
antiquated idea that needs to end,” he said, somewhat
agitated.

“Then don’t,” she
said, matter of factly.

“Don’t what?” he
asked.

“Just don’t go
back,” she said.

“Mason, we’ve been
through this,” he said, smiling gently, “I like my
job...”

“I’m sorry,” she
interrupted, “To be clear, I meant, tell them you’re not going to
do the traveling anymore.”

Cole laughed,
“it’s not that simple, darling. You see…”

She looked at him
and cocked her brow. He stopped and swallowed hard. He hadn’t seen
this in a while.

“Isn’t it?” she
asked, plainly. “Are you valuable?”

“Yes.”

“Do they know,
understand, and recognize your value as it relates to their bottom
line?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said
thoughtfully, “I think they do.”

“Are they afraid
you’ll leave?” she asked calmly.

“Brice said as
much,” he said.

“Then tell them
you’re not going to travel anymore,” she said, enunciating the
words as if she were speaking to a child.

“Just like that,”
he said, skeptically.

“Cole, once you’re
that valuable to a company, you can start calling some shots,” she
said. “Look at the project they put you on. You’re that valuable.
Additionally, you’re not asking for a lot and you’re not asking for
an accommodation without providing a solution. Oh my God, AND it
saves them money. Know your worth, Cole,” she said.

He looked at her.
She was quite passionate about this, and he wanted to know
why. Is she really that lonely without me
or is this something else? “You’re very
passionate about me making this stand,” he said,
carefully.

She took a beat.
Looking at him for a moment. “Yeah, I guess so,” she
said.

“Because you want
me here?” he asked.

“Sorry, honey,”
she chuckled. “I do want you here but that’s not it. Cole, I don’t
like seeing people not get treated according to their value to a
company. It’s one of the reasons I went to work for Ben in the
first place. I have a chance in my position to make sure the people
we hire are paid according to how valuable they’ll be to us and not
just their education and experience. It also has not escaped me
that I am wealthy and that with wealth comes power.”

He wasn’t sure he
liked the way this conversation was headed. He hoped that he wasn’t
discovering a narcissist before him, and it was
unnerving.

“Powerful people
have many opportunities throughout their life to do something good
with their power and with their wealth,” she said, “My passion will
always be to use mine to help and whether that help is for a large
charity or for even one person, like right now, I will always fight
for someone’s ability to see their own worth and be rewarded
accordingly.”

“Except your own,”
he said.

“What?” she asked
sharply. “Our firm pays higher commissions than any firm in the
city.”

“I meant
personally,” he said.

She wasn’t sure
what he meant so she didn’t say anything.

“First of all,” he
continued, “I don’t really like the word ‘worth’ as it relates to
people. ‘Worth’ implies that a person’s value is defined by some
set of characteristics that could potentially depreciate and I feel
like that’s insensitive and arbitrary. That said, the depth to
which you, Mason, care about people, your infinite capacity for
finding joy, your kindness, your charitable nature, all mean the
world to me, personally. I only hope that you allow me enough time
to show you what you’re ‘worth’ to me and give you everything you
deserve and desire.” He drew deep on his beer.

Mason went silent
in shock. Her thoughts went back to what Philip had told her at
dinner. Is this really the person he was
talking about?

“Darling?” He said
softly, “Are you ok?”

“Yeah,” she said,
slowly, “yes. Honey, of course. That’s a lot to think about and
you’re extremely sweet.” She smiled at him.

He reached over
and cupped her cheek. “Mason, I…can’t wait to get you home,” he
said.

She closed her
eyes and stayed silent.

Shaun and Rupert
were still talking. Another hour and bottle of wine later, the
three were headed back to the hotel. As Mason opened the door to
her suite, Shaun turned toward his room.

“Shaun,” she said,
“Did you want to maybe watch a movie with us?”

“Oh, lassie,” he
sighed, “Thank tha fer a grand evening. Beggin yer pardon but Ah’m
knackered.”

She looked blankly
at him, then at Cole.

“He’s really
tired,” Cole said, smiling.

Shaun blushed,
“Maybe Ah’ll learn ta speak New York afore Ah leave,” he
chuckled.

Mason laughed,
“Not a problem, hon. See you in the morning,” she said as she gave
him a big hug.

Cole and Mason
headed into the suite. As Mason shut the door, she looked behind
her before she turned around. Cole had walked toward the
window. No ambush this
time.

The city lights
were on in full and now they were supplemented by Christmas lights
here and there. The floor to ceiling windows were like movie
screens and it was nearly as if one could walk through them and out
into the city. Cole sat on the chaise longue and motioned for Mason
to sit between his legs.

As she laid back
against him, she moaned softly. “This feels like Heaven. I missed
you.”

Cole put his arms
around her, resting his hands on her chest. He kissed the top of
her head. “I missed you too, darling,” he said, gently caressing
her neck. “God, how I missed you, putting my arms around your
waist, feeling your arms around my shoulders, kissing you, holding
you close to me at night. Hearing your voice and seeing your smile
seem to be all I need for happiness on a daily basis,” he said,
softly, kissing her head again.

She arched her
back slightly. “Cole, I missed your touch,” she murmured, “I missed
the scent of you, the heat of your body against mine at night. I
laid in bed looking out at the city, yearning to feel you again,
hear your voice and feel your steady breathing on my
neck.”

Cole felt his
arousal starting. He wasn’t going to stop or make her move. He
wanted to allow himself this moment. He’d missed her so much he
wanted to now feel her body with every part of him.

She stared out the
window. “It’s breathtaking, isn’t it?” she asked.

“It’s beautiful,
Mason,” he said. “Almost as beautiful as you are.”

She felt something
in her back. She sat up and turned to face him. “Care to explain?”
she said with a suggestive smile.

Cole smiled,
unabashedly. “Come here, darling,” he said, putting his legs
together. He patted his lap. “Come sit,” he said, looking at her
wantonly.

Mason straddled
his lap, facing him. He spread his legs again so that she sat down
on the chair seat. He could feel the warmth from between her legs
and he longed to touch her there, with his hands and his lips and
tongue. He closed his eyes for a moment and gave himself over to
the brief fantasy. He opened his eyes, looking right into hers,
those deep azure pools he’d come to adore, to crave.

“Are you ok,
Cole?” she asked gently. “Are we ok?”

“Yes, darling,
yes,” he whispered. “Mason, I don’t think I’m ready to live
together…just yet…but I also don’t want to leave you anymore to go
back to London.”

“I know,” she
said, “and I don’t want you to but Cole, you have to make a
decision that I’m fairly certain you’re not ready to make.” She
looked at him closely. “But hey, we don’t have to talk about this
now, or make any decisions,” she said softly, running her hands
through his curls. “You don’t have to think about going back to
London for quite a while...And Christmas is coming,” She smiled a
huge smile. “Let’s do all the things,” she said, excitedly, her
eyes twinkling.

Cole smiled too.
“What things? I don’t understand.”

“Have you never
been in New York over the holidays?”

Cole thought about
it for a moment. “I have been here over your Thanksgiving but not
exactly. I was flying back to London so I was told to get to the
airport early as the parade would delay the cabs.”

Mason’s eyes
widened. “Oh, you poor deprived soul!” she said. “Thanksgiving is
next week! We are going to see the Macy’s parade. We are going to
go ice skating at Rockefeller Plaza and see the tree lighting. We
are going to go shopping on fifth avenue for gifts for our
families…” she stopped. The smile had left his eyes. “What’s
wrong?” she asked quietly.

“What do you
mean?” he asked, putting on a smile again. “Yes, darling, we’ll do
all those things and doing them with you…would be…”

Her expression had
changed. She fixed him with a look that told him she wasn’t buying
his bullshit. She got up off of the chaise longue.

“Mason,” he said,
“have I done something?”

She looked down at
him, smiling, shaking her head. She held out her hand. “Come here,
hon,” she said, gently.

He took her hand
and stood up. She walked him back to the bedroom and clicked the
remote, opening the blinds, revealing the cityscape in all of its
splendor.

“Christ,” he said,
softly, “I didn’t know…”

“You didn’t know
this was here, did you?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” he
said, walking over to the windows. “Honestly, all I could see were
the blinds.”

She walked over
and stood next to him, holding his hand, and looking out at the
city. “Cole,” she said firmly, “Don’t forget that I can feel you,
do you know what I mean? I feel your heart. I see what’s beyond
your blinds. We said we were going to openly communicate but you
tried to close up and hide something that clearly hurt you. I felt
it. I saw it wipe the smile off your face and from your eyes. You
can’t tell me ‘nothing’ when I ask you what’s wrong. I already know
something’s wrong. I’m asking you to open up to me. I may not know
what but don’t insult my intelligence.” The next words she wanted
desperately to say were “I love you” but she had to let it go. She
waited for his response.

He still didn’t
know how to feel about this exchange. Opening up about his family
right now wasn’t what he wanted to do. He held her gaze and thought
it through. She hadn’t exactly asked him to either. He smiled
weakly at her.

“Mason,” he
started, taking her hand, drawing her to him, “You did, once again,
touch something deep in me but I’m not ready to talk about it
tonight. I promise you,” he said, as he kissed her forehead, “I
will tell you everything.”

She looked at him
suspiciously, but acquiesced, “Fair enough.”

Late night
Manhattan was in full display from their penthouse windows and the
view was somehow calming, far less chaotic than the streets below.
He’d missed her intensely while he was in London and, despite
wanting to stay up longer with her, the jetlag was wearing down his
energy. “Mason, darling...I’m sorry but I’m knackered from the
flight,” he said with a weak smile, as he pulled away from her. “I
would love to get washed up, lay here in this bed with you and look
out at this city you love so much.”

She giggled, “That
sounds wonderful,” she said, walking to the closet to get her robe.
“Maybe you’ll fall in love with it too.”

“I think I already
have,” he said.

She turned around,
“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean, I think
I’m in love with this city as well,” he said, walking to her. He
pulled his robe from the closet, “Maybe it’s because you’re here
but I definitely feel different, more alive, when I’m here. You
know, when we’re together, whether we’re walking to the pub or in
Times Square, your energy changes when we’re here. I feel your joy
and intensity and your passion for this city, and it energises me
too.”

She laughed,
“Well, New York will do that to you. Manhattan has a rhythm that I
don’t feel anywhere else. It literally runs through my life. When
I’m feeling down or off my game, I go into the city at night, walk
down Broadway, head to Times Square and something else takes over.
I mean, there’s always that danger, being alone, but instantly my
blues and my doubt just disappear and the strength that replaces
them is nothing I can find anywhere else.” She paused. She felt
like she was rambling. She looked down at the robe in his hand.
“Oh, you go ahead to the shower. I’ll wait,” she said.

“Oh, no darling,”
he said, thoughtfully, taking her hand. After hearing her talk
about the city, the way, she did, he suddenly felt energised too.
“Can you trust me for a few hours? I want to show you
something.”

She nodded and he
took her hand and led her down the hall to the shower room. “Don’t
worry, m’love,” he said, “This is just a starter.”

“Cole, I trust you
but are you sure this is right? You said you were tired and I...I
mean, I’m sure but…” she paused.

She followed him
into the shower room, and he hung their robes on the hooks next to
the vanity. “I’m sure that I need to touch you tonight, feel you
more deeply. Tonight,” he said, earnestly, walking to her, “I want
us to get to know each other’s bodies.”

“I don’t
understand,” she said, trembling.

With his hand, he
brushed back her long, soft, auburn hair and leaned in to softly
kiss her neck. “Let me teach you,” he whispered. He pulled back and
looked into her azure eyes, trusting, willing, and vulnerable.
“Turn around, darling, let me undress you.”

Mason closed her
eyes for a moment. She couldn’t process the carnal feelings rising
in her, the anticipation of his hands on her in ways that, up to
now, she’d only dreamed of and she was trembling
uncontrollably.

“Are you ok,” he
asked softly.

She opened her
eyes. “Yes…I…I just want to know what we’re doing. I’m not sure
this is the right…time…or place…for…for this. I don’t...I don’t
understand,” she said, quietly but she turned around as he had
requested.

“Lift up your
hair,” he said. She did as he asked and as he unzipped her dress
and began to remove it, down over her full round hips he explained,
“We are just going to get to know each other’s bodies. Learn how to
touch each other. You’ve touched my heart in many ways and tonight,
I want to explore the rest of you, fully. Teach me all the ways to
touch you that will make you quiver, and I’ll do the
same.”

“Cole, I…I don’t
know if I can…I still don’t understand,” she said
quietly.

“Step out of your
dress, m’love,” he said, picking up her dress from the floor and
laying it on the vanity next to him. He turned her around to face
him and took a moment to just look at her, exposed, in her
lingerie. Her figure had always excited him and now, before him,
she stood in her beautifully tanned, voluptuous glory, her somewhat
broad shoulders tapering into her waist that he’d often wrapped his
arms around as they slept, her mostly flat stomach, and those thick
round hips and thighs he’d fantasized burying himself in, and while
he quickly enjoyed this visual feast, he also noticed she was still
trembling slightly, and she had wrapped her arms around her
waist.

“What’s wrong?” he
asked, carefully.

“I…There’s a lot
of light and not a lot of clothing in here,” she giggled
nervously.

Cole held out his
hands, “Give me your hands, please, darling,” he said,
gently.

She nervously
placed her hands in his. He spread her arms slightly and slowly
began to look over her body. He immediately felt her try to pull
her hands back.

“Ok, what’s on
your mind, Mason?” he asked, evenly, letting go of her
hands.

She pulled her
arms back around her waist. “You know…I’m embarrassed,” she smiled,
trying to cover her nerves.

Cole looked at her
calmly, crossing his arms, “Embarrassed about what?” he
asked.

“I’m not…you
know…as…fit as you are. I’m…I wish I wasn’t so…”

“Sooo…what?” Cole
asked, less patient this time.

“Sooo fat. There
it is,” she said, flatly. “I’m not completely comfortable with my
body. You know, I go to the gym, I work out, but the curves don’t
really budge…”

This mood was
counterproductive to what he wanted to do with her right now, but
this was something that he wasn’t going to gloss over. He was
determined to settle this with her tonight, even if it meant
letting go of his plans.

“Mason, come
here,” he motioned her to come over beside the vanity countertop.
He backed her up to it, placed his hands behind her thighs and
lifted her up onto it. He stood between her spread legs resting his
hands on her ample hips. They were eye to eye now. “Do you think I
hadn’t noticed your curves before?” he asked.

“I mean, I’m sure
but I wasn’t like this, completely naked in front of you in this
light,” she answered.

“The night you
sent the picture of you in the nightie, you know it was mostly
see-through, right? You know I saw nearly every part of you then,”
he said, sarcastically.

She giggled,
“Yeah, ok but I’d had a half bottle of Courage Grigio before that
and...camera angles.”

He laughed. “Fair
enough,” he said. His eyes softened and he grew serious. “Mason,
your body is beautiful to me. If fate somehow decides to bestow
upon me the privilege of growing old with you, your body will
change, and I will still think it’s beautiful. How I feel about you
and the extent to which I desire you has little to do with the way
your body looks. Your mind, your confidence, and your caring heart
are what make you gorgeous and sexy and completely irresistible to
me and those things will always be what trigger my desire for you.
When I look at your body, yes, I feel a primal arousal, but what
kind of man would I be if I was attracted only by your body? The
mind, Mason. Desire, seduction, and pleasure all start in the mind,
and we’ve explored that,” he paused, looking into her shining eyes
for her understanding. “But tonight, I want to know where to
physically touch your gorgeous body so that I can learn how to
bring you pleasure and not hurt you. Do you understand?”

Tears were gently
rolling down her cheeks. She’d never once in her life experienced
this level of acceptance, let alone admiration for her body. She
put her arms around Cole’s neck and held him until her tears
subsided. “Thank you, ohhh, thank you so much,” she whispered in
his ear. She gently kissed his neck. She pulled back from him,
cupping his face with her hands and looking into his eyes. “I’m
sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s ok,
darling,” he said softly. He leaned in and kissed her on the
forehead and, as he reached behind her, she arched her back, and he
unfastened her bra. As it came undone, he pulled it easily from her
shoulders and laid it on the vanity. She put her arms around his
neck, and he helped her down. He ran his hands down over her
smooth, tan shoulders and down her arms and back up, gently
massaging her as he went. She stood before him, her skin
glistening, her hair falling down around her shoulders and back,
her eyes locked with his.

He slowly knelt
before her, looking up into her eyes, never wavering as he pulled
her panties down. As she stepped out of them, he stood slowly,
running his hands the length of her legs, again, slightly massaging
them as he went. He stepped back from her, still looking into her
eyes. She tried to look away. “No, no, m’love,” he said, softly,
“Stay with me. Look into my eyes.” She stood before him, trembling,
fully exposed but unafraid.

“I thought…I
thought I’d be…I don’t know the word I’m looking for,” she said
quietly.

“Aroused?” he
asked.

“Yes. Yes, I
suppose that’s it…” she said.

“That’s the idea,
darling,” he said, tracing his finger down her cheek. “We’re just
discovering, exploring, no rush. We’re going to wash each other in
the shower and as we do, we’ll be learning how touching each other
elicits different responses. Do you understand?”

She nodded and
gently began to unbutton his shirt, pushing it back over his broad
shoulders. He let it fall to the floor. She undid his belt and
pants and knelt as she pulled them down. Looking up into his eyes,
she reached up and pulled down his briefs. As she stood, she ran
her hands the length of his legs, as he had done hers, feeling each
shiver, hearing every gasp, and continuing over his hips and up to
his lower back, pulling him easily into her.

He stepped out of
his clothes and, placing his hands on her shoulders, he ran them
down her back and pulled her close, kissing her neck lightly. He
pulled away from her and turned on the shower. As the water warmed
up, she turned and pulled a hair clip from her makeup bag on the
vanity and began to tie up her hair.

He stepped behind
her and, pressing into her soft body, he took the clip from her.
She leaned fully back against him for a moment. He firmly kissed
her neck then stepped back and began to twist her long, beautiful
hair up into a bun and clipped it. The scent of their bodies, the
combination of their musky sweat, perfume, cologne, mixed with the
increasing humidity in the room was intoxicating to him as ran his
tongue gently down the back of her neck and kissed her just at the
base. She instinctively arched her back against him and moaned
softly.

“Shhh,” he said,
placing his hands on her hips, “You’re making it…difficult to stay
focused.”

She turned to face
him. “What are we focusing on?” she asked, slipping her hands
around his waist.

He smiled and
stepped back. He calmly took her hand and led her into the shower.
The large rainfall head gently and warmly soaked their bodies as
they faced each other. Cole poured some body wash into his hands
and stepped behind her, firmly and slowly massaging her shoulders
and her back, the soap allowing his hands to glide easily over her
body. Her smooth skin felt like porcelain under his hands, and he
slowly moved in circles, massaging her back, noting every quiver,
every blush, every breath, then returning to her shoulders. Mason
felt relaxed and soothed by his touch, yet, when he touched certain
parts of her, she involuntarily gasped and intense chills ran
through her. Her back always felt a little tight and there was
always the nagging pain, but she was feeling it all melt away now.
When he felt her muscles relax under his hands, he stepped closer
to her and pulled her completely back against him. She willingly
melted into his embrace and reached back to wrap her arms around
his neck. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close
as she ran her hands up the back of his neck into his hair and back
down. This felt like heaven to him as she caressed his face,
finally crossing her arms around his at her waist. There was no
urgency to this and he at once relaxed and gave his body over to
the multiple shivers running through him as a few small moans
escaped his throat. He moved to face her and pulled her under the
water to rinse her back and himself. He looked into her beautiful
eyes, just to make sure she was ok. He put more of the soap into
his hands and rubbed them together.

“Darling, this
might get a little more intense. Are you ready?” He said
gently.

“I am,” she
nodded, caressing his face.

He closed his eyes
and leaned into her hand, kissing it. He then reached out and,
starting in the center of her chest, he gently moved his hands
across her tanned shoulders and down her arms. She closed her eyes
again and he let her just relax into this new sensation. He ran his
hands smoothly down over her tender, heavy breasts then to her
ample waist and curvaceous hips, moving slowly to the back. As his
hands traveled across her body, he was deliberately conscious of
how she reacted as he touched her, noting each shiver, whimper, and
moan as he caressed various places. She opened her eyes, looking
helplessly into his eyes, raw emotion racing across her face. She
was no longer able to control how her body reacted to his gentle
touch. He stepped one foot forward, putting his leg between hers.
He added more soap to his hands and rubbed them
together.

Without breaking
her gaze, he said softly, “Spread your legs, m’love,”

She did as he
requested and as she did so, he placed one hand on her back to
steady her as he began to tenderly wash her firm belly, moving his
hand between her legs, on the outside of her. He washed her
completely, from her bare, smooth outer lips all the way back,
guiding the streaming water to rinse her. Her body shook hard under
his touch, and she nearly lost her balance. He steadied her, noting
how sensitive this area was for her as her body trembled. He leaned
down and kissed her lips softly.

“Turn around,
darling,” he whispered. She turned and he pulled her back against
him once again. She reached back and grasped his hips. He placed
his hands on her shoulders and began to slowly move them down
across her tender breasts and over her stomach. He easily caressed
and gripped her wide, round hips, moving his hands forward, sliding
them between her legs, taking care to not touch her innermost
softness. He could feel in his own body her every shiver, every
reaction, every small cry escaping from her throat. This was how he
had craved to learn about her body, unashamed and uninhibited.
Every small touch, every deep embrace up to now had led to this
euphoric moment, feeling her soft, voluptuous body completely
cleaved to his. He once again wrapped his strong arms around her
waist giving her a soft hug. They stayed in this embrace for a
quiet moment, allowing the warm water to stream over
them.

Mason slightly
reluctantly pulled away and reached for the soap. After putting
some into her hands, she faced him allowing herself a moment to
visually consume his gorgeous body. She had lain next to him so
many nights and felt every muscle, every movement but now, in this
place, she was seeing him for the first time as he was naturally,
completely vulnerable and her arousal was nearly uncontrollable.
Her entire body flushed with a primal desire to touch him in every
place he had previously forbid her and now willingly laid bare for
her.

She looked up into
his shining hazel eyes. “Are you ready?” she asked
softly.

“Yes,” he said,
smiling gently. “I’m ready for you, darling.”

She began by
moving her hands gently across his wide, strong shoulders, as he
had done to her, slowly running her trembling hands down his upper
arms, massaging his firm muscles as she moved back up slowly. She
continued down, over his chest and moved further down across his
stomach and outward. As her hands moved over his hips, she gently
pulled him toward her. She looked up into his eyes, as she’d done
so many times before, hoping for his easy touch, his warm kiss,
only to feel his apprehension but this time, he placed his hands on
either side of her face and kissed her lips softly, without
hesitation. She felt so oddly relaxed, yet her arousal was
continuing to grow. She pulled back slightly.

“Spread your legs,
please,” she said, the words faintly catching in her
throat.

As he complied
with her request, she added a little more soap to her hands and
began to wash his flat stomach, timidly sliding her hands between
his legs. This first time, having access to him, in this warm,
sensitive place, she felt as if she’d been entrusted with something
sacred and she struggled to stop her hands from shaking. She looked
back up into his shining eyes, his pupils dilated, his respiration
increasing as she carefully washed the length of him, under him and
that tender place where she’d longed to touch and taste him. She
allowed her eyes to follow her hands, memorizing every place that
made him deeply shiver. She noted every gasp, every growl as she
brought from him deep, feral sounds with her every caress. His
arousal began to grow gently as she delicately massaged him,
washing him thoroughly. He closed his eyes and slowly put his head
back, spreading his long, muscular legs just a bit more to give her
further access. She moved her hands under him and smoothly slid
them around behind him, washing him from behind as well, allowing
the warm water to pool in her palms and rinse down over him. He’d
placed his hands firmly on her hips, trying to maintain balance as
she easily drew from him intense and nearly overwhelming emotion.
He tipped his head back slightly to allow the water to wash the
tears that had been freely streaming down his face. She looked up
at him until she locked his gaze with hers as she completely rinsed
him. Once he was, she moved closer, sliding her arms around him,
bringing their relaxed bodies together.

He wrapped his
arms around her and leaned in to kiss her neck softly. “Thank you,
darling, for blessing me with your permission to learn your
beautiful body like this,” he whispered in her ear. She moaned
slightly and took a deep breath as she hugged him tight to
her.

“Cole, this feels
amazing. I feel so close to you right now,” she said.

“That’s the idea,
my dearest,” he said softly, “the closeness.” He kissed her
forehead and reached out to turn the water off.

He stepped out of
the shower and retrieved two towels from the warmer. Motioning for
her to come to him, he wrapped her up in the warmth of one of them
and wrapped one around himself as well. He reached out and began
gently drying her. From her neck down to her well-manicured toes,
he dried her body and taking his cue, she dried him as well. He
took the towel from her and helped her put a robe on. He put his
own robe on and once again, lightly kissed her forehead. She smiled
at him and realized, neither of them had said much as they explored
each other, concentrating on understanding which of their touches
brought out certain responses.

He took her hand
and led her back to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. She
sat next to him and took a deep breath.

“Thoughts, my
darling?” he asked, turning to face her.

“That was
wonderful, Cole,” she said, quietly, “Honestly, I really thought
that was going to…but it was beautiful and relaxing. I loved
exploring you, without rushing, learning the places that calm you,
make you gasp, and learning how to touch you. It’s unlike anything
I’ve ever done.”

He smiled at her
gently, “Would you like to explore this further?” he
asked.

She turned to face
him. “There’s more?” she asked, raising her brows in
disbelief.

He laughed, “Yes,
if you’re willing. You have to trust me, and this may get even more
intense,” he said, “The goal now is learning each other’s arousal,
how it begins, how the journey from touch to arousal progresses for
each of us. Orgasm may happen but it’s not the goal. Does that make
sense?”

“Yes,” she said,
softly. He’d noticed that her breathing was already quickening. He
reached out and placed his hand firmly on her chest, imposing a
light pressure and her breathing began to slow.

“Easy, sweetheart,
try to relax,” he said evenly. “Are you ready?”

Mason took a deep
breath. “I am,” she said.

Cole stood up and
closed the blinds and took off his robe. The room was lit by a
gentle glow from the electronic fireplace. He sat completely naked
on the bed, his back to the headboard, with his long legs spread.
“Come, darling,” he said, gently. “Take off your robe and I want
you to come and sit facing me, here.” He patted the bed between his
legs.

She was trying to
figure out what he wanted, “I’m straddling you?”

“Yes,” he
said.

She straddled his
legs, wrapping her long, tanned legs around him. As he also wrapped
his strong legs around her, she put her arms around his chest. As
she tried to settle in, he reached under her wide, full hips and
pulled her to him until they were mostly touching between their
legs and her lips were spread. He reached up and unclipped her damp
hair, letting it fall around her shoulders and her back. He looked
into her eyes, “Are you comfortable?”

She giggled
nervously. “I am but this is…isn’t this dangerous?” she asked,
shaking her hair out.

He smiled,
“Maybe...but I want you to concentrate now. Don’t look away from
me, ok?”

She nodded. He saw
a deep trust in her eyes, and he went weak. She had never forbidden
him access to her and the weight of how unfair he felt, having
denied her this access to him bore down on his spirit. She so
willingly gave herself over to him, her body, her mind, her safety
were now all in his protection and he did not take this charge
lightly. He blinked slowly in order to regain focus.

“I want you to
concentrate on every place that we are touching right now,” he
said, quietly “Everything, start with the sensations in your legs,
at your ankles, then mentally move upward…”

She was suddenly,
acutely conscious of exactly how her legs were wrapped completely
around his back and hips, how the backs of her thick legs were
draped across his strong thighs and the profound intensity of
feeling his soft skin against hers. She’d felt this many times
before when they slept but now, she had a heightened sensitivity
and was keenly aware of the sensation. She could also feel that he
was now growing firmer against her inner softness than when she
first got into this position and that began to arouse her. She took
a slow, deep breath and tried to concentrate. She felt an almost
spiritual closeness to him in this moment. Her skin felt nearly
unbearably hot wherever she was touching his body. She relished the
lush feeling of her stomach flat against his, how her full breasts
were warm against his firm chest, how green and gold his eyes were,
how soft and relaxing his small moans and growls were.

He was
concentrating on the warm weight of her sensuous, smooth, thick
thighs on his as he tried to control his breathing. Feeling the
deep warmth between her legs and coming from her skin wherever he
touched her was like an undeserved divine gift to him. He felt
himself becoming hard underneath her but not completely. Feeling
the smoothness of her voluptuous breasts against his chest was a
holy, comforting sensation he didn’t know he so desperately needed.
He closed his eyes and leaned into a warm, lingering kiss as she
placed her arms around his shoulders and, tangling her hands in his
hair, she melted into his soft, full lips, rimming just the inside
with the tip of her tongue as was her wont. She suddenly felt her
arousal beginning, quickly increasing in pace and she was soaking
wet, dripping down over him. He put his hands under her hips and
gently pulled her entirely against him, reaching under her far
enough to spread her lips further. Her wetness was running down
over his hands, and he suddenly felt deeply honoured, as though
he’d been privy to a sacred ritual. As she cleaved to his body, he
slid his hands back under her hips and up to her lower back to
support her. Her breathing was quickening and, while he could have
slowed her, he let it go. He wanted to be just like this, holding
her close, if she climaxed.

The sensations
racing across her body quickly became too intense, too plentiful
for her to control. Being like this with him, in this bodily
closeness she’d yearned for, was powerfully driving her
long-suppressed desires to the surface. Having his full lips
pressed to hers and their flesh combining like this was too much
for her quivering body to resist any further. She freely let her
orgasm wash over her in suffocating waves. She put her head back
and her breathing stopped as she arched her back. She grabbed the
back of his head, pulling him into her chest. As she did so, he
wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tight to
him.

“That’s it,
darling,” he whispered, growling softly. “Hold me close to you,
sweetheart,”

A small moan and
then a choked cry escaped her throat. Slowly a deep, primal growl
emerged from within her as her breathing eventually returned. Her
breath caught in her throat again as another wave of pleasure
washed over her shaking body. Cole tightly pulled her to him,
slightly restraining her movement so that he could feel her every
shiver in his own body. “Yes, darling, let it come over you,” he
moaned softly.

She finally
relaxed her tense muscles, breathing hard as her orgasm subsided.
She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him deeply then gently
lay her head on his shoulder, breathless and weak.

He held her close
for a moment. “How do you feel, my love?” he whispered to her as he
kissed her cheek.

“My God, I’ve
never felt anything like that. Ever,” she said, still trying to
catch her breath.

“That makes me
happy, darling, truly it does,” he said quietly.

She slowly raised
her heavy head and looked at him, concerned, “What about
you?”

“What about me?”
he asked as he placed a kiss on her cheek.

“I..I
should…Should I…?” she stammered, not knowing how to ask the
question.

“Do you remember I
said that orgasms may happen but that doesn’t have to be the goal?”
he asked.

“Yes,” she
answered, quietly, “but…”

“Darling, you’ve
so much to learn about me,” he said, smiling gently. “Let’s get
under the duvet. It’s a bit chilly.”

They lay down and
as he pulled her hips back into him and draped the cover over them,
he spoke to her, “My love, what I’ve just shared with you is more
fulfilling for me tonight than any orgasm. Sometimes, I don’t need
that, and I much more enjoy all of the things that lead up to the
arousal. Feeling you come in my arms, hard like that, Christ, that
was heaven to me.”

She turned onto
her back as she spoke, “I feel like I didn’t do…enough for you,
though.”

He smiled, gently,
“Mason, making love doesn’t have to be an even exchange every time.
When both are satisfied, it’s perfect.” He leaned down and kissed
her deeply. “I’m very satisfied right now. Can you do one thing for
me?” he asked.

“Anything,” she
smiled that beautiful smile up at him. He knew he’d never tire of
seeing that.

“Turn back and
push your hips against me,” he said. “I craved the feel of this so
much while I was away and I’m so happy to now feel you against me
once more.”

She turned and he
pulled her hips into him again. He drifted off, finally able to get
some rest with her in his arms again.


CHAPTER
21

Mason woke alone
and looked at the clock. It was 0900. She heard Cole and Shaun in
the other room. She hadn’t slept so well in weeks. Stretching, she
got up, washed up, and got dressed. Jeans
and tee shirt should do fine. She walked
out to the dining room and there, Cole and Shaun were laying out a
massive breakfast. Bagels, smoked salmon, sausages, and grilled
tomatoes, mimosas and Guinness were all on the table. Cole was
setting the table when he looked up and saw her walking
over.

“Good morning,
m’love,” he gave her that genuine, broad smile that went all the
way up to the corners of his eyes. She’d now come to rely on that
smile for her comfort.

“Good morning, you
two,” she said, giggling. “I see you’ve already been out,” her eyes
widened as she looked over this groaning board. “You guys…I’m hella
impressed.” She smiled as Cole handed her a mimosa. “Oh, so you’re
a bartender, now,” she said, laughing. “Is there nothing you can’t
do?”

He winked at her.
“Not much, darling,” he said, kissing her cheek. “Come sit
down.”

Mason sat down at
the table across from Shaun. “Good morning, Shaun,” she said. “How
are you feeling this morning?”

“Aye, lass,” he
said, a shy smile crossing his face, “As grand as tha look, though
tha look fairer.”

“Aww,” she
grinned, “Thank you…love,” she winked, squeezing his large hand
across the table.

Cole watched the
two of them. He couldn’t have felt happier at having the two people
he loved most with him. He would definitely miss Shaun if he didn’t
return to London but, as he said, he was just a flight away. Mason
was becoming his whole life, from his joy upon awakening to his
comfort at night, his confidence, his humour, his refuge, he
depended on her for so many things that he could never completely
do for himself.

He was quietly
sipping coffee at the head of the table, watching Mason make a
salmon bagel and hand half of it to Shaun. He and Mason watched
Shaun take a bite.

“Hmm,” he
murmured, “Ah never eat much fish. Only at t’ chippie but Ah might
‘ave ta find summa this. Tha say they ‘ave it at t’
shops?”

“Yes, sir, they
do,” Mason said, “but the bagels won’t be as good.”

Shaun laughed, “Ay
Cole told me summat about t’ water. Nathen, maybe Ah’ll need ta
come back and get some.”

“You’d always be
welcome,” she said.

After breakfast
was done, Cole cleared the table as Mason and Shaun continued to
talk.

“Any family ‘ere,
lass?” Shaun asked her.

“No,” she said.
“Only child. My mum died shortly after I moved here. We didn’t get
along. Never knew my dad really, though I think he must have been
Hispanic.”

“What makes tha
think it?” Shaun asked.

Well,” she
explained, “I learned to speak spanish from little from my mum, who
is not Hispanic. We lived in upstate. I don’t think there’s any
reason my mum would have learned it other than that but it’s a
guess. I also tan fairly well and quickly so, there’s that,” she
shrugged. “I do have some friends who’ve sort of adopted me and
you’ll get to meet them tonight,” she was smiling that huge,
excited smile Cole loved so much. “Cole and I are so lucky to have
all the people we love together tonight. Do you have family in
London?” she asked as Cole sat down next to her.

“Naw. T’ Dales,”
Shaun said, “Ah’m an only un. Ah gerround ta Yorkshire ta see me
mum and dad on t’ weekends. ‘Ave a pint wi’ me dad at t’ pub. Me
mum makes a Sunday dinner and me and dad play cards.”

“That sounds so
lovely,” Mason said, “Simple, easy, and quiet.”

“Aye lass, ‘tis,”
he said, “Me dad kept beasts when Ah was comin’ up but Ah didn’t
kin to it. Ah went ta school so he could leave t’ farm. Now they’re
city folk,” he chuckled.

“If you call Burn
Bridge Village a city,” Cole chuckled.

“Aye, well more
than Brompton,” he laughed.

“Agreed,” Cole
said, sipping his coffee.

“Beasts?” Mason
queried.

“Sheep,” he
answered. “T’ lambin’ season was t’ coldest time in t’ Dales. Ah
don’t like t’ cold. Ah like Yorkshire but it’s nowt to do but
farmin’. Ah like London. T’ pubs are grand, a few quiet ones.
Things ta do when ye want.”

“And what do you
like to do?” Mason asked.

“Welp, Ah like t’
pub,” he chuckled, “Ah’ll find someone ta talk to, if Ah feel like
talkin’, maybe just sit quiet and text Cole, if ‘e’s not wi’
me.”

“Darling,
apologies but do we have anything for a headache?” Cole
interrupted.

“I’m sorry, I
don’t,” she said. “I can call Lee and have them deliver
something.”

“No, not
necessary,” he said. “I’ll go down and get something. Just a bit of
a nagging one. Probably jetlag.” Cole stepped out while Mason and
Shaun continued to chat.

“So, girlfriend…?”
Mason asked Shaun, “or am I asking too much?”

“Naw. Ah take care
of Cole and me mum and dad. Ah don’t fancy lookin’ after a wife. Ah
date a little but Ah’m not lonely.”

“You take care of
Cole?”

“Aye, lass, Ah
worry about ‘im,” he said. “Make sure ‘e stays level. Does tha kin
what Ah’m sayin’?”

“I think so,” she
said. “There are a few signs I’ve picked up on.”

“T’ best advice Ah
can gi’ tha is don’t let ‘im stop talkin’. ‘E never stops thinkin’
but watch fer when ‘e stops talkin’,” he said. “And call me if thas
in trouble wi’ ‘im.”

“I will,” she said
sincerely, “Thank you for saving him, Shaun. You loved him first
and I’m grateful that you did so that I have the chance to love him
now.”

“Ahhh, lassie,”
Shaun looked at her, lovingly, “Thas good people. Aye, ‘e was like
one o’ me lambs. I threw ‘im over me shoulder and took ‘im to
hospital. ‘E still wasn’t right when ‘e came ‘ome but Alessia’s
things wor gone. Least ‘e didn’t hae that ta come ‘ome.”

“Did you know her
well?” Mason asked.

“Naw,” he
answered. “She liked Cole to ‘erself. We ‘ad time at t’ pub but she
‘ad ‘im ‘ome early. ‘E didn’t really mind. ‘E loved ‘er more than
she loved ‘im. ‘E makes good money. She loved ‘im for the things ‘e
could gev ‘er. She didn’t like all t’ travellin’. Ah think she
wanted ta get married.”

“Cole didn’t want
to?” she asked.

“I dinna kin,” he
said. “‘E was gonna pin her…”

“Pin?” Mason
asked.

“Uh, engaged,
promised,” he said, “but ‘e changed ‘is mind. ‘E said ‘e wanted ta
wait. They allus argued, bad, fightin’ sometimes. ‘e wanted ta work
through that first. Ah think it was normal fer ‘er, the arguing. Ah
wor ‘appy when she left, if Ah’m bein’ honest, but ‘e was broken
up. ‘E wasn’t ‘appy again til she went back t’ Italy while ‘e was
in hospital. That cut the ties. ‘E weren’t gonna chase ‘er and ‘is
job started ta bring ‘im ‘ere umpteen.”

Mason was
processing at the speed of light. She too felt the lag of moving
forward with Cole, but they didn’t fight or even argue and since
they’d only known each other a little over a month, she didn’t
really worry about it. It was something she filed away.

“And he’s been
with no one since?” she asked.

“Naw,” Shaun said,
“and Ah didn’t think ‘e ever would be. Ah ‘ad a flat in London but
Ah stayed with Cole so much, worried, I gev it up and moved in wi’
him. ‘E’s ‘ardly there but it’s grand when ‘e is.”

“Shaun, would you
do something for me?” she asked.

“If Ah can,
lassie,” he answered.

“Let’s both
promise we’ll look out for him and talk to each other, honestly, if
we think something’s off. Do you think you could do that?” she
asked.

“Aye, o’ course,”
he said. “Ah were gon ax theur t’ same afore Ah left.”

Cole walked back
in.

“Hey, Sweetie,”
Mason said, getting up, “Did you find something? Are you ok?” She
got a bottle of water and handed it to him.

“I did,” he said,
opening the bottle. “I’m fine, darling. It’s just jetlag. So, what
are we doing today?” he asked, taking the pills. “What time do we
need to be at Jay’s tonight?”

“We can do
whatever,” Mason said, taking the bottle from him. “I said we’d be
there at 6. Is that good?”

“I am open to
anything, m’love,” he said. “I’m simply happy to be back here with
you. Six is fine. I’m really looking forward to meeting them.
Again. Sort of,” he chuckled.

“How about we
check out something tourist-y? What do you think?” Mason
asked.

“Aye, Ah’m ready,”
Shaun said.

“Wanna start with
the Empire State Building? Cole, you’ve been there, right?” she
asked.

“No, actually I
never have,” he answered.

She looked at him,
slightly stunned. “Never? I thought you said you work here a
lot.”

“I do,” he
chuckled, “but until this time, I haven’t had time to do any of the
tourist things. This time I had two days to spare. I’d always
wanted to see Ellis Island and I went there both days…then I met
you,” he smiled.

“Ok,” she giggled,
“I guess I did pretty much tie up all your time. Come on. Let’s
go.”

Stepping out into
the cold at the 86th floor of the Empire State, Cole felt a
freshness to the air that was unmatched in his experience. Mason
immediately walked to the concrete barrier to look out at the city.
Cole walked up behind her, and Shaun stood next to her. The view
was spectacular. They looked south and could see One World Trade
Center rising, shining and bold from the cluster of financial
buildings beneath. It was both breathtaking and humbling. Cole was
beginning to understand the depth of her love for the
city.

“What do you
think?” she asked them, excitedly.

“Aye, miss,” Shaun
said, “this is stoonnin’. Cold as t’ dales, fresh as spring, and
umpteen opportunities. Tha can see owt here.”

“You really can,”
she said, breathless. “Everything’s laid right out in front of you,
all of Manhattan, yours for the taking.”

Cole looked at her
thoughtfully. He got behind her and slipped his arms around her
waist, the cashmere of her coat soft to his touch. She leaned back
into his strong arms, and it occurred to him that he’d never tire
of feeling her sink into him like this. “I can see my dreams from
here. I feel like I can do anything in this city,” he said softly
in her ear. “I can see everything I could be, everything
we could be.”

She giggled softly
and turned to face him. “Guess what else happens up here?” she
said, her eyes sparkling as if she had a special secret.

“What is that?” he
asked, grinning.

She leaned in and
kissed his lips quickly and he felt an electric shock. “Wup?” he
said, pulling back laughing, bringing his finger to his
lips.

“Shaun, your turn,
kiss me,” she said. Like a 1940s ingénue, she puckered her lips and
closed her eyes.

Shaun looked at
Cole who was laughing, “Go on, mate,” he said, grinning, “cuz I’m
not gonna kiss ya. Do it quick like.”

Shaun laughed and
kissed her lips quickly and felt the shock as well. “What’s this
then?” he said, laughing.

“It’s the static
at this altitude. The building generates a static charge from the
circulating air,” Mason said, grinning.

Cole looked at her
and smiled. She was so proud of herself, and he loved this
child-like innocence in her. “Amazing,” he laughed. “What do you
think of when you’re up here, Mason?” he asked.

“Aye, lass, tha
must see this umpteen. What does tha think aboot?” Shaun
asked.

“I don’t really
think as much as I feel,” she answered. “Every day I feel the
city’s mood. If it’s morning rush hour, I feel the wakeup energy
and if it’s evening rush hour, I feel the exhale. If it’s midday,
it slows down a little and at night, when the lights come up,
there’s an excitement, almost like being in an action movie that
I’m addicted to. When the city comes alive at dusk, I can’t resist
her, and my energy literally changes with it.”

Cole and Shaun
looked out over the city once again.

“I can understand
that,” Cole said.

“You must feel the
same things when you’re in London,” she said.

“Naw,” Shaun said,
“This is different. London, she’s slower, ‘eavier, older,
traditional, like me Nan waltzin’ in a ball gown. New York is like
a jazz dancer.”

Cole looked at him
quickly. He rarely waxed poetic. “Agreed,” he said, “New York is
like a diamond and London is more like a classic ruby, stable,
predictable, no glitter.”

She smiled at the
two friends. She loved both of them and wondered a little if she
was enough to keep Cole here and if he did stay, how would he get
by without Shaun? Looking out over the city, she picked up its
energy again. This was going to be a day for bringing her family
together. She didn’t want to think any more about the what
ifs.

Cole leaned in
from behind her, “Darling, would you mind if we went back? This
headache is still on, and I’d like to rest a little before we have
to get ready for tonight, what do you think?”

“Oh, Honey, yes,
of course. Let’s go.”

Back at the hotel,
Cole rested while Mason was taking her time getting ready in the
bedroom. She thought about how nice it was going to be living
closer to Jay and Phillip on the Island. She wondered if Cole would
ever move in with her. It seemed ridiculous to be thinking about
that now, but she felt like she was ready to share her space. She
felt ready to have someone in her life to care for again but this
time in a more equal partnership.

When Cole got up,
he found his headache gone and he went to get ready in the dressing
room. He fixed his shirt in the mirror and struggled with his
thoughts. He was really enjoying having Shaun and Mason together
and he was only slightly anxious to meet Jay and Phillip. As he
considered the next step with her, he knew that he didn’t want to
be separated from Mason again. He didn’t even want to stay in a
hotel for this job, but he was going to have to for the foreseeable
future. At the same time, the house was hers, not his and he knew
that jumping into living together too soon could tear a couple
apart forever. He wasn’t willing to risk losing her that way. It
would be better to take it slow and be sure they were ready as a
couple. Check-in for him was Monday and Tuesday he would be in
planning meetings and after that he’d be at the hotel. He couldn’t
imagine sleeping without her, not seeing her first thing in the
morning, putting the kettle on for only himself. It was too
depressing to think about, so he pushed the thoughts aside for
tonight. He took a deep breath, checked his look in the mirror, and
walked out to the bedroom. As he rounded the corner, he saw Mason
sitting at the desk putting on her makeup. He pulled up a chair and
sat down next to her.

“What?” She looked
at him and smiled.

“Just taking one
more opportunity to bask in your gorgeousness,” he said,
grandly.

She giggled.
“You’re silly,” she said, then looking at him thoughtfully. “You
don’t wear makeup anymore. Why is that?”

Cole stopped. The
smile left his face as he carefully considered his answer. He
cleared his throat. “What do you mean?” he asked.

She laughed
nervously. “The night we met,” she continued, “I noticed the night
we met you were wearing eyeliner and a nice eyeshadow. It was kind
of shimmery. I believe it was rose gold, but I haven’t seen you do
that since we started spending time together and I wonder why that
is.” The look on his face told her he wasn’t keen to answer her
question.

“Right...well that
was just something I did,” he said, looking away.

“For fucks sake,
Cole,” she said, going back to her tightline, “I know I hit a
nerve. Just tell me.”

He sighed. She
always knew. He was grateful for her intuition most of the time but
right now he was reticent and wished she hadn’t noticed. She looked
back at him and decided not to push the issue. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “It’s okay. We don’t have to talk about it.” She smiled and
reached out to cradle his face with her hand. As he closed his eyes
and leaned into her hand, he felt suddenly bold enough to tell her
what was on his mind.

“Okay you’ve
dragged it out of me,” he chuckled, nervously. “I like wearing
makeup. I don’t think makeup has a gender, really.” He paused for a
moment, looking at her to get a read. “But some people do,” he
continued softly, “and some of those people once called themselves
my friends. When I started wearing makeup, they no longer called
themselves my friends.” He looked at her, calmly waiting for her
reaction.

“I’m sorry,” she
said gently, returning to working on her look. “That must have
hurt.”

“It doesn’t take
too long to get over it, I suppose,” he said, trying to lighten the
mood. “I think what hurt the most was that it was indicative to me
of them never having been my friends in the first
place.”

She sat quietly
thinking as she finished her look and applied her setting spray.
“Cole, I want you to know that you never have to be afraid of being
completely yourself around me. That’s what this is all about,
learning about each other so please, just be yourself with me, ok?”
She stood up and casually motioned to the makeup laying on the
desk. “You are absolutely 100% welcome to use my makeup, just
sterilize it before and after,” she smiled at him.

He stood up,
turned his back, and took a few paces. “Right, then I might as well
put everything out there. I know that I said I’m not gay,” he
began.

“Oh God, if
you are gay,
please tell me now. I don’t want to go through that again,” she
said, rolling her eyes, hoping a small joke would ease the
tension.

He turned and
looked at her for a moment then laughed. “Again?” then he
continued. “I’m not,” he chuckled. “I hope I haven’t disappointed
you, but I do prefer women. I’m attracted to women. That said, I
have my own feminine side that sometimes I like to express through
clothing, makeup, but having done that once and driven away not
only friends but family as well, I’ve never dared to do it again. I
guess I just try to stay within everyone’s expectations of
‘normal’.” He stood still, waiting for her apprehension.

She looked at him
slightly confused, “Wait...Wait…” she said slowly, “are you
saying...we can do makeup together and then go dress shopping
together and then maybe have brunch? Are you fucking kidding me?
Who doesn’t want that?”

Cole knew she was
trying to lighten the mood and at the same time show her acceptance
of him. He walked to her and hugged her tightly. “Mason, listen. No
one’s ever accepted that side of me and I don’t expect you to
either,” he said, “but thank you for trying.” He pulled back to
look into her eyes, putting on a smile. Not that he thought she
wasn’t being sincere, but her eyes always told him her truth and he
wanted to see what they were telling him right now. “No one’s ever
stayed after seeing all of me, not friends, not women so I
normalise, Mason. I just keep it hidden, but it is a part of me
from my past.”

“What about
Alessia?”

“I knew better
than to ever show her that. Eventually I stopped thinking about
it.”

She stepped back,
trying to compose the right words. “But you just said it’s
something you feel like doing so it’s not part of your past, is
it?” she said, calmly. She paused for a moment to consider how to
continue. “Cole, I’m not kidding. I know what I said about dress
shopping sounded like I was joking around but seriously, it really
doesn’t matter to me. You have shown me so much of your caring,
loving, giving heart, that however you appear on the outside isn’t
going to change the way I feel about you. It doesn’t really make
any sense that it would.”

He looked at her
carefully. “So, if I wanted to wear a dress to the next business
function that you had because that is the way that I felt I looked
best, it wouldn’t matter to you?” he asked, cynically.

She stepped closer
to him and took his hands in hers. “No,” she said, firmly, “it
wouldn’t. Hell, I’d help you pick it out. Why would I give a fuck?”
she said. “Cole, you can absolutely talk to me about anything at
any time. I’ve said that before. I don’t know why you haven’t taken
that to heart. We can’t move forward until you share these things
with me so is there anything else you think I’m not going to accept
about you?”

“No, darling,” he
said, taking a deep breath, laughing lightly, “I think that was the
big one.”

“Good,” she said,
giggling, “Listen, I want you to understand that since I’ve been in
New York, I’ve come to know a lot of the beautiful people in this
city from all places, walks of life, and at different times in
their lives. Cole, there’s truly little that surprises me about
people and aside from criminal activity, nothing I don’t accept.
That doesn’t change just because I’m romantically involved with
you. You love someone where they are for who they are, not what
they wear.” She paused for a moment. “Except when you went to that
dinner with me the first night you looked hella sexy in that suit.
Not gonna lie, I kinda loved you for what you were wearing that
night,” she giggled.

He laughed,
looking at her with a new understanding and love for the person
that she was and if he was being honest with himself, it was
winding him up a little.

She went on. “I
will say one thing about the dress and the makeup that I might have
a problem with.”

He braced himself.
Even as he was processing what she just said, he still felt like it
was too good to be true.

“If you go out
looking better than me, we might have a problem...but probably
not...but we might...but maybe not...I don’t know. We’ll have to
see when we get there,” she shrugged.

He laughed. He
suddenly felt more relaxed than ever with her. He hugged her one
more time and as he pulled back to look into her eyes, he knew she
was the one he wanted to build the rest of his life
with.

“Do you want to do
makeup for tonight?” she asked.

“Yes, actually I
do,” he said, “I’d really just like to do some eyeliner and
mascara.”

“Go on then,” she
said as she gestured to the makeup on the desk. “There’s liquid
liner. Felt tips, and pencils are in my bag. I have regular mascara
or in my bag, I have the liquid extensions mascara…” She looked at
him a little closer. “Oh, but you don’t need the extensions. You
have natural long, perfectly curled lashes because…of course you
do,” she said with biting sarcasm.

“If I didn’t know
better, I’d say you sound a little jealous, dear,” he said, smugly
as he sat down.

She was about to
respond but there was a knock at the door. “That’s probably Shaun.
I’ll go ahead and get it while you finish up,” she laughed. “Oh,
just one more thing,” she walked up behind him as he was seated at
the desk, put her arms around his chest and kissed the back of his
neck. “There. That’s all,” she giggled. He grabbed her hand and
kissed it before she headed out to answer the door.


CHAPTER
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As they walked up
to the door at Jay and Phillip’s house, Mason turned to Cole and
Shaun. “One thing I want to let you know about,” she said, “Philip
insists on using his full name, Philip, just so you
know.”

“Oh great,” Cole
chuckled, “where was this information when I was meeting
Maxwell?”

Mason laughed. “I
will be forever sorry that I didn’t warn you ahead of time,” she
said, “but also, sometimes you have to make your own
entertainment.” She winked as she walked in the door. Cole shook
his head, smiling.

“Hello,” Mason
shouted, as she ushered everyone inside. Philip came round the
corner to greet them.

“Hey, sweetheart,”
he said, hugging her. “Cole, it’s good to see you in person,”
Philip had an amazing smile, Cole noted, as he hugged him. “Ohhhh,”
Philip said, slightly breathless as he looked up at the towering
Shaun. “You must be Shaun.”

“Aye, Ah must be,”
he said, nervously. “Tha must be Philip.”

“I am,” he
giggled, “welcome to our home,” he extended his hand, but Shaun
pulled him into his typical bear hug. “Oh my,” Philip laughed. “I
love that kind of greeting. I love the spirit of the
hug.”

“Aye,” Shaun said,
smiling, “Hugs are grand!”

“Hang your coats,”
Philip said and gestured to a coat tree behind the door. “Come on
in, I want you to meet my husband, Jay.”

As the group
rounded the corner into the dining room Jay was seated at the
table. He smiled at the group, stood up, walked over to Mason and
gave her a big hug. “Girl, it’s good to see you always,” he said.
He extended his hand. “Cole,” he said, kindly, “it’s good to see
you again. Thank you for being so good to our little
girl.”

“It’s absolutely
been my pleasure,” he said. “Mason is amazing and I’m very lucky to
have met her.” He looked at her proudly, taking her hand and
pulling her next to him, he slipped his arm around her
waist.

“She is,” Jay
said, “we’re all pretty lucky at that.” He turned to shake hands
with Shaun and Shaun shook his hand but ultimately gave him a big
hug.

“It’s grand ta
meet tha,” Shaun said.

Jay laughed,
“Likewise. Have a seat at the table. Dinner is almost ready. Let me
get some wine. Cole, what do you like?”

“Something on the
dryer side, red or white, I’m flexible,” Cole said.

“I’ve got a nice
Pinot Grigio from upstate,” Jay said. “Shaun, would you like wine
or Guinness?” he asked.

Shaun’s brows went
up and he looked over at Mason who winked at him. “Aw, that’s very
kind. Guinness, yes.”

As the wine and
conversation flowed over dinner and even after, Cole began to
realize that this was finally his found family and it made him
happy to think that he might have found a family that accepts him
for everything he is and not just the pieces of him they
like.

“So, Cole,” Philip
spoke up, “how long will you be staying on this trip?”

“It looks like
I’ll be staying for about a year,” he replied. “As it turns out,
Mason and I are somewhat working on the same project.”

“Is that a good
thing or not?” Philip asked.

Cole chuckled,
“It’s good that I’m staying because I went nearly mad for the week
that I was away from her and whether or not working together is a
smart idea, I suppose we’ll find out.”

“Aye, ‘e was right
intol’able,” Shaun chuckled.

“So, forgive me if
I sound ignorant,” Philip said, “but if you’re both from London,
why are your accents so different?”

Shaun was never
comfortable talking much anyway so he looked at Cole and nodded for
him to speak for him. It was one of the ways they filled in each
other’s needs. “Shaun is actually from an area in northern England
called Yorkshire. They speak practically a different language
there, broad Yorkshire and it was nearly lost to time but many
people there have revived it like Shaun’s parents and so Shaun also
speaks broad Yorkshire which is a little more than an accent like
mine.”

“Is Yorkshire
close to London?” Philip asked.

Shaun chuckled.
“Naw. A few hours north. Nowt there but t’farms. Me dad ‘ad sheep
but ‘e’s retired now.”

“Then how did you
two meet?” asked Philip, “because Cole, you are from London,
correct?”

“That’s right,”
Cole replied, “we both work in IT and about ten years ago we ended
up in a project together at the firm where Shaun works in London.
We became incredibly good friends and we’ve stayed friends ever
since.” Cole and Shaun looked at each other. Shaun lightly punched
his shoulder. “We share a flat in London though, I’m hardly ever
there.”

“So how long have
you lived together?” Philip asked.

“About, three
years on, nae,” Shaun said, “but Ah allus did watch
t’flat.”

“Shaun’s been a
good friend to me for many years,” Cole said. “I can literally say
I wouldn’t be here without him.”

“Ach, mate,” Shaun
growled, “Ah did what anyone woulda.”

“Can I ask? But if
you don’t want to say it’s okay.” Philip said.

“I don’t mind
saying,” Cole replied. “Shaun saved my life. I had an unbelievably
bad breakup and I wanted to end it all. He came to my flat and
literally carried me out to the car and took me to hospital. Helped
me clean up my apartment, my life. I honestly can’t see my life
without him in it.”

Philip reached out
and squeezed both Shaun and Cole’s hands. “I’m sorry that you had
to go through that but I’m so happy that you had each other,” he
said. “I’m very happy you two are here with us tonight.” He looked
at Mason. “Honey, it looks like you got yourself a two for one.”
They all laughed.

“You’ve been a bit
quiet, sweetie,” Jay said to Mason. “Is everything
okay?”

“It absolutely
is,” she said. “I’ve just been listening to everyone and looking
around this table and feeling very grateful for this family that I
have.”

Cole smiled at her
and squeezed her hand under the table as he leaned over and kissed
her cheek. “I have to agree. Been thinking the same thing,” he
said.

“Stop,” Phillip
said, fanning himself. “I’m not going to cry tonight. Now who wants
dessert?”

As they got ready
to leave, Mason and Cole hugged their goodbyes and headed to the
car. Shaun pulled Jay aside and handed him a business card. “Ah kin
tha care about t’lass. Tha worry. Ah know Ah worry about Cole like
me own brother.”

“Actually yes, I
do, Shaun. I hope Mason can rely on you if she ever needs to,” Jay
said.

“Aye, aye, t’lass
has me number and tha do too.” Shaun answered. He shook Jay’s
hand.

“Hey, Shaun,” Jay
said, looking at the card, “Have you ever thought of moving to New
York?”

Shaun considered
why he was asking the question. “Ah dunno. Nowt but mischief in
t’city,” he said.

Jay chuckled.
“Well, I’ll be straight with you. We currently outsource IT and
we’re fine with that at the size we are but we’re growing as a
company. Can I keep you in mind for a probable future position?”
Jay asked.

Shaun paused for a
long minute. Normally he would have dismissed something like this
out of pocket, but with Cole wanting to stay in New York City, and
his parents basically set for the rest of their lives, he strongly
considered Jay’s offer. At any road, Jay wasn’t offering an
immediate position so…

“Aye. Tha can,” he
said.

“Great,” Jay said,
smiling and patting his shoulder. “We’ll stay in touch.”

“Thank tha for a
loovly night,” he said. He bear hugged Philip on the way out and
headed to the car.

“So, what took you
so long?” Cole asked as the big man got in the car.

“Oh ‘e was just on
about a job maybe,” Shaun said.

Cole looked at him
in the rear view. “Really? In New York? You?” he asked.

“Aye. If Ah can
make it there,” he laughed.

Cole and Mason
laughed. “What did you say?” Mason asked.

“Oh, it’s in t’
future. I gav ‘im mah card,” Shaun replied.

Wow,
she mouthed to Cole. Cole’s brows went
up.

As they got back
to the room, Shaun spoke up. “Were tha thinking about a movie
tonight or…?”

“Oh! Why don’t we
get into jammies and watch some kind of Christmas movie?” Mason
asked.

Stuffie Cole
giggled, “Yes, absolutely we should. Shaun, get your jammies on and
bring pillows and blankets,”

Shaun let out a
big laugh. “Sounds like fun. Ah’ll be there soon.”

The three of them
built a pillow fort in the living room, turned on the fireplace and
settled in to watch Christmas Vacation. Mason found herself
lounging between the two men. Her head was on Cole’s lap and Shaun
held on to her feet and legs. As they laughed and giggled their way
through the movie, Mason realized she couldn’t remember a time when
she’d ever felt this loved, this safe, and this cared
for.

The next morning
flew and by eleven they were saying goodbye to Shaun at the British
Airways gate. Mason hugged him tightly, feeling as if the time with
him had been far too short. She felt like he was leaving an empty
place in their lives by going back to London.

Cole hugged his
friend and held on to him just a bit longer than maybe he normally
would have. “Please call me as soon as you get back,” he said, his
eyes tearing up.

“Ach, tha daft
bugger,” Shaun said, trying to be strong, “Ah’ll be alreight.” His
expression turned serious, and he looked Cole directly in his eyes.
He lowered his voice and spoke, “Cole, dunt wait ta pin her. She’s
eur chuffin’ gran’ lass but theur not t’ onny ‘un who’s lookin at
‘er. Ah mean dis, dunt wait.”

Cole nodded,
solemnly. Shaun leaned heavily into his language when he was
adamant about something. It was almost like a secret code between
them but when he did it, Cole knew it was no time to joke with him.
“I know, my friend. She’s amazing and I won’t wait. I’ll do this
right. I promise. Thank you for coming with me. I love you,
man.”

Shaun nodded and
turned toward the boarding area.

Mason walked up
behind Cole. “Are you okay?” she asked, gently taking his hand in
hers.

“Yes…yes of
course,” Cole answered, “I just...I miss him when he’s not
around.”

They watched Shaun
disappear down the boarding ramp. Cole looked at Mason and their
eyes met. He could tell she was teary eyed as well.

“Darling,” he
said, “I’m tired. I think I want a nap,” he said.

“You wanna take a
nap?” She giggled.

“Yes,” he
chuckled. “Please. I’m so sorry. I just feel exhausted.”

“Ok, let’s go.
I’ll put you to bed.”
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Back at the hotel,
Cole napped while Mason looked at the overview of her project. She
thought about this beautiful enigma that was Cole. She understood
now where some of his hesitancy came from. She understood where
some of his pain lay and where his frustrations might stem from but
now, she also understood the true nature of his complete acceptance
of her and in general, his ability to meet people right where they
were. She understood that his willingness to give people like Tony
the benefit of the doubt despite the red flags, stemmed from his
own fear of not being wholly accepted and not being completely
understood. It occurred to her that even after the abuse with
Alessia began, he stayed because he was probably afraid, he’d never
be fully accepted again. What she couldn’t understand and what she
always found infuriating was why people can’t just accept others
for who they are and love them. Why do people insist on overlaying
their own morals and ideas of what’s right and wrong and looking at
everyone else through that lens and judging them? She knew that it
was unrealistic to expect that type of behavior to end universally
but she certainly wished for it quite often.

“What are you
doing, Darling?” Cole emerged from the bedroom in his jeans and a
sweatshirt.

“Hey there sleepy
head,” she said. “I was just looking over the information on this
bulletin board. There’s not really a lot there right now. Mostly
just a list of the vendors and a rough timeline. I guess we’ll be
in the same planning meeting on Tuesday morning.”

“Where is that
meeting going to be anyway?” he asked.

“It says here the
Marriott. It’s about six blocks from my old building.” She
answered.

He looked at his
phone. “Oh, it’s in the conference room of the hotel where I’m
staying,” he chuckled.

She looked at him
blankly. “I’m not kidding when I say it is just my luck to have
moved away from Brooklyn only to be given a year-long project in
Brooklyn.” She laughed.

“Hey that reminds
me,” he said, “when can we see your house?”

She looked at her
watch. “If you want to, we can go see it right now,” she said,
“They should have everything moved in because tomorrow is scheduled
to be the day that they unpack and put everything away for
me.”

“Do you mind
showing it to me before everything’s put away?” he asked. “I’d
really like to see it and we’ve got nothing else on this
afternoon.” He walked behind her, gathering her hair into his hands
absently braiding it into one long braid. He leaned in to kiss her
neck.

She rolled her
head back and looked up at him. “You just want to see if I kept the
sofa.”

“Yes,” he half
whispered, his eyes darkening, “and if you haven’t, you’re going to
be punished.”

“Damn,” she
whispered, “I kept it. Let’s go.”

She pulled into
the small easement in front of the house which was meant to be a
driveway of sorts. Cole got out of the car and stood admiring the
house for a moment. It was a typical rancher with not much of a
front yard to speak of, just the paved easement, and a white picket
fence from either side going around to the back. He couldn’t have
imagined a more typical Americana home. The front was brick, and
the front door was a deep blue color.

As Mason unlocked
the front door and opened it, Cole walked in behind her and shut
the door. She turned around to him immediately and held out a
key.

“Your key, sir,”
she said.

“Are you sure,
Mason?” he asked.

“Listen, I know
we’re not moving in together,” she said. “I’m not trying to change
your life right now, but I hope there are going to be times when we
will be spending evenings together here and you’re going to get
here first, obviously you need a key.” She smiled. He took the key
and leaned in and kissed her cheek.

She turned to walk
into the living room and Cole grabbed her arm and pulled her back
to him. She lovingly wrapped her arms around his waist as he pulled
her in. He looked deeply into her eyes for a long moment, taking in
her look, her twinkling eyes, her perfume, her auburn hair flowing
down her back. He brushed her hair back from her face and gently
placed his hand around her throat as her lips quivered. He leaned
in to kiss her, once again tasting the warmth and wetness of her
mouth, letting the comforting emotion of feeling her as one with
him wash over his body as she rimmed his lips with her tongue. “I
um…I wanted to properly welcome you home, darling,” he said,
quietly.

She smiled up at
him. “Thank you, Honey,” she said, shyly. “I like being home with
you. I kinda feel like…with you, well, that’s where home
is.”

He smiled at her
and gently kissed her lips again. “Let’s see the rest.”

The house wasn’t
huge, but it was open. The living room was straight in from the
door and extended to the left. To the right was a long hallway. The
layout was similar to her Brooklyn apartment except there were four
bedrooms, the master at the end of the hallway, a second master
with a full bathroom near the right-side entrance to the hallway
and a smaller bedroom behind it. Another bedroom and a large guest
bathroom were on the left side of the hallway. The kitchen was to
the left of the hallway and was much bigger with far more cupboard
space and a large island with a breakfast counter. The dining room
was beyond the kitchen on the back side of the house with lots of
windows looking out on the back yard and it was very bright in the
midday sun. The floors were hardwood, and the walls were a warm
beige that brought a certain homey feel to the entire space. Mason
took Cole through to the dining room where there was a door to the
back yard. They walked out onto a pool deck and Mason turned and
looked at Cole for his reaction. He was gobsmacked. The pool was
beautiful, not terribly large but big enough to have a decent swim
and to the left of where they were standing there was an inground
hot tub.

“Mason, it’s
spectacular,” he said, breathless, “and a hot tub to
boot.”

“I have a
confession,” she said. “Even though I know we hadn’t known each
other long, I was definitely thinking of you and me in that hot tub
the minute I saw it.” She looked at him for his reaction, nervously
biting her bottom lip.

Cole smiled at
her, salaciously. “Were you now,” he said, slipping his hands
inside her coat and around her waist, pulling her to
him.

She looked up at
him from under her lashes, “I was, Sir,” she said.

He kissed her
forehead and hugged her close. “Names, Pet,” he corrected her
gently, but her bratting was actually turning him up. “We will,
darling. I want to relax in there with you as soon as the weather
permits.”

“Yep,” she said,
“oh, speaking of, it’s cold. Let’s go inside.”

As they stepped
back inside the warmth of the house, Cole looked around the corner
into the living room. There in all of its glory was the sofa he
wanted her to keep so badly.

He was staring at
it when she came around the corner. He looked at her and smiled as
big as he could. He slipped his arm around her waist. “I don’t know
why,” he said, tearing up, “but it makes me so happy to see that
sofa here. It just meant so much to me to be able to sit there and
be comfortable with you and hold you with no expectation and just
cuddle and feel us together that first weekend. Had you got rid of
it, I wouldn’t have been angry, but I think it would have broken my
heart a little.”

She looked at him
slightly confused but deeply touched. “I was always going to keep
it, Cole,” she admitted, “I was really just messing with you at the
time because of the comment you made about me not being able to
cook. I know that sounds silly but really, I was just joking. I
didn’t realize it meant quite that much to you. That said, it means
a lot to me for the very same reason, and I couldn’t imagine
getting rid of it. When I bought it, it was just a piece of
furniture. It never held any special meaning for me until there was
you.” She turned and looked into his eyes. “You bring a lot of
special meaning to quite a few things in my life now,” she said
softly.

He leaned in and
kissed her deeply. This moment, this woman, this place, all of it
felt like home to him. All at once, he didn’t want to stay in his
hotel. All at once, a small flame of anger and frustration burned
deep inside of him now because of not being able to move in with
her. It wasn’t the house. It was never the house for him. Her
happiness made him feel at home anywhere that they were together.
He hugged her close and took a deep breath. He resigned himself to
just believing that things would work out, don’t jump too soon, and he would
eventually be able to stay with her all the time.
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Monday came far
too early, and Cole felt a bit saddened checking out of the
Equinox, not because he would miss the luxury, but it was the one
place he was able to bring the two people he loved most in the
world together. As he was checking into his Brooklyn hotel, he felt
the old familiar pain of missing Mason even though he knew she was
less than an hour away. He was thankful that during the time he
would be spending in New York, he would have a car at his disposal.
The times he’d been here before, he’d relied on public
transportation but this time, Mason arranged to have him use the
Navigator for when he needed to travel. It changed the game for him
a little bit because now there wouldn’t be too many nights when it
would be too late to go see her or when he would have to think
about subway and bus schedules to be on site at a certain time in
the morning. This was the week of Thanksgiving and he remembered it
was important to Mason for them to do a lot of the typical holiday
things that she liked during this time. The only thing he really
had to do was a planning meeting on Tuesday and the rest of the
week was a holiday. He decided to spend the time with Mason at her
new house and after he got checked in at the hotel, he drove out to
Long Island.

“Honey, I’m home,”
he called out in his best American accent as he hung his coat.
Mason walked out of the front bedroom.

“An attempt was
made!” she exclaimed, laughing. “Hey sweetie, come on in here. I
want to show you something.”

Cole walked to the
doorway of the front bedroom. Mason was waiting inside for him and
as he entered, he slipped his arm around her waist, kissed her
gently and hugged her. “It feels so good to be here,” he said
softly.

“Well, what do you
think?” she asked.

He looked around
the room and realized this was the new lavender room that he liked
so much from the old apartment. Mason had upfit it with a sound
system that he could easily plug into which was something he had
liked to do at the old place.

“Darling, I love
it!” He said smiling.

“I decided on
blackout drapes so that anytime we want to have a nap or whatever
in this room it can always be dark,” she said. “I was so happy that
the movers actually put everything in here so that I could recreate
this room because I know that you loved it.”

He kissed her once
again. “Oh darling, I DO love it. Thank you. This really means a
lot to me, once again that you were so truly kind and sensitive to
my feelings. I don’t deserve it.” He walked over to check the
drapes.

She giggled.
“Stop. Yes, you do. Ok, so there’s this bedroom and a kinda small
bedroom behind this one. It’s the guest bedroom for now but I’m
thinking I might turn that into a walk-in closet. The dungeon is in
the bedroom at the end of the hall, just like it was at the old
place. There’s a large bathroom and a bedroom across the hall. That
bedroom is going to be my office,” she said.

“But this one,” he
hesitated. He turned to look into her eyes, not sure what to say
next.

“This one what?”
she asked, softly.

“I...I want this
one to be…ours. Our bedroom…I…” He was stammering as he looked at
her expectantly. He didn’t know what else to say and he was afraid
to say anything else for fear of overstepping but suddenly it
seemed important to him to have some space that belonged only to
the both of them.

She laughed
gently, “Yes, this one is ours. You’re not going to be a perpetual
guest,” she said smiling. “I’m hoping I can talk you into cooking
once in a while…a lot.” She winked at him.

He laughed, “I’m
sorry,” he said. “Thank you. I didn’t want to…Yes, I’d be happy to
cook for you.” He hugged her close. “So, I’m guessing,” he said,
“that with this new project, you’re going to be working from
home.”

“Yep. There’s
really going to be little reason for me to go to the office
downtown which I’m really going to miss.”

They were standing
at the end of the bed and Cole reached down behind her hips, picked
her up and sat her on the bed. He stood between her legs and
slipped his arms around her waist as she put her arms on his
shoulders. He leaned in and nuzzled her neck.

“We could always
sneak down there some evening and have dinner, just for old times’
sake if it makes you feel better,” he whispered in her
ear.

She giggled. “Or I
could just kiss you right here the way you should have done that
night in my office.” She kissed his lips lightly then melted into a
deep, lingering kiss. “God, I love kissing you,” she
said.

“And I you,” he
murmured. “Do they have any more rooms set up?” He winked at
her.

“Okay you’ve
begged long enough,” she said, “Let’s go see what they’ve done in
the dungeon because honestly I don’t know.”

As Cole once again
entered the dark room, he felt the same rush of excitement and
arousal as he had before. Looking around it appeared as if the room
had been nearly identically replicated from the old apartment.
There were no wall-to-wall windows as before, only one small one on
the back wall but the movers meticulously mounted and hung all of
the items that were in the room before.

“Wow,” Mason
gasped slightly. “They’ve completely remade this room. They must
have done this one first because when I came into the lavender room
there was a fair amount to be done to finish and you can see they
still haven’t finished the other rooms.”

Cole inspected the
leathers again. Everything was there, down to the small shelves
that held the remote controls. Mason picked up the remote control
and turned on the track lighting.

“Well, it works,”
she said. “I’m pretty impressed.”

“Maybe there’s
something we don’t know about your movers,” Cole said, as he walked
back to her, slipping his arm around her.

“Maybe,” she said.
She looked at Cole and remembered how uncomfortable this room had
made him in the past. “Maybe we should get out of here,” she said,
smiling gently.

Cole brushed her
hair back and kissed her neck. “Maybe we should,” he
whispered.

“You just love to
live dangerously, don’t you?” she asked.

“What do you
mean?” Cole feigned innocence.

She traced a
finger across his jawline and down his neck and chest. “You,
kissing my neck. You know what that does to me.”

He looked into her
blue eyes, once again. They were anxious and receptive just like
her body language right now. “I do darling,” he said, “I’m sorry.
It’s not fair and yes, we should get out of here.”

She took the
remote and turned off the lights as they walked out.

“Philip dropped
off some sandwiches if you’re hungry or we could go to the pub if
you want…” she said, as they walked into the kitchen.

Cole sat at the
counter and looked at her closely. “Darling, what is it?” he
asked.

“Honestly?” she
asked.

“I’ll have it no
other way,” he said.

She opened a
bottle of wine and got two glasses. “Do you want to drink wine on
the couch?”

“Absolutely, I
do,” he said.

They made
themselves comfortable on the couch. Mason took a deep breath.
“Cole,” she said. “I know we talked about this, and I know that
you’re not ready to move in here, but I want you to know now,
tonight, there’s a standing invitation. I thought a long time about
this and at first, I wanted you to move in because I don’t like to
be lonely but it’s more than that now. I’d really like for you to
be close to me where I can take care of you and do all those little
things that you never seem to do for yourself. If you’re not ready,
it’s fine, but just know that when you’re ready, this house is your
home too.”

Cole felt tears
welling up. “Mason,” he started, his voice catching in his throat.
He cleared his throat and continued, “I’m going to try to get
through this. I want you to know that first of all, I can’t
remember the last time anyone genuinely wanted me to be in their
space. That is at once humbling and gratifying. Second, I do want
to be here as much as I can. Realistically, I want to be more
comfortable with you before I commit to moving in here. I don’t
take that lightly. I don’t look at it as if I can move in and move
out if one day it doesn’t suit me. That’s not who I am and that’s
not how I feel about you. You have to understand that I want to
take certain things slower because I’m very afraid that rushing in,
I might lose you and losing you would be the worst thing that could
happen to me,” his tears finally overwhelmed him. He grabbed a few
tissues from the box on the coffee table. He wiped his eyes to
regain his composure and continued, “I do realize that waiting too
long, I also risk losing you so please understand I really want to
do this right and I really want to know that you’ve accepted
everything that I am before I risk it all.”

“Oh God, Cole,”
Mason said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just
wanted you to know that you’re welcome here anytime you come here
and anytime that you decide to stay.” She swallowed hard.
In for a penny, in for a pound.
“I don’t know how to show you that I do accept all
of you but I’m sure as hell going to try because I know that I’m
ready to share all of my life with you.” She put her arm up on the
back of the couch and motioned for Cole to lay on her chest. Laying
his head on her soft body comforted him and he was grateful that
she was willing to care for him here and now. It didn’t surprise
him that he felt safe with her, but it did surprise him at how
deeply safe he felt in this particular moment.

As the night
closed in, they snuggled under the duvet in the lavender room,
exhausted from finishing the house setup. As was his wont, Cole
reached out and put his arm around her waist, pulling her hips back
into him. Even though he was torn between waiting for the right
time and wanting to never leave her, he felt like he could finally
lay his head down and get some rest in a place where he truly felt
he belonged.
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The next day’s
planning meeting went well, and Cole found a new, deep respect for
Mason after sitting in the conference room and watching her work.
She was authoritative, demanding without being overbearing,
persuasive and above all extremely confident. At times he couldn’t
believe this was the same person who’d been so vulnerable with him
on so many nights and he felt a certain thrill in that, while
everyone else in the room only saw her commanding presence, he was
privileged to see all the sides of her.

Thanksgiving came
and they headed into the city to watch the Macy’s parade. Cole was
overwhelmed by the sheer volume of people, but he soon lost himself
in Mason’s playful energy. She had a childlike excitement with
every float, every band, every celebrity, and especially the giant
balloon characters that passed. He stood behind her holding her the
entire time and eventually gave over to his stuffie self with each
new display. It felt incredibly liberating to be with somebody who
allowed him to just be in touch with his inner child in this time
and place. She didn’t mind. She didn’t criticize. She was just as
happy for him to be in that headspace as he was, and this amazed
him and endeared her to him deeply. Afterward, they headed to Jay
and Philip’s for dinner. Their home was a relaxing place and Cole
was beginning to feel wonderfully comfortable with them, almost as
if they were his adopted parents as well.

When they returned
home, Mason opened a bottle of wine and sat on the
couch.

“Come sit with me,
babe,” she patted the couch next to her.

As Cole sat down
next to her, he smoothly swiped a glass of wine from the coffee
table.

“Yes, darling,” he
leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Okay,” she
started, “tomorrow is Black Friday, the biggest shopping day of the
year in the United States.”

“And you want to
go shopping together and I agree we should definitely do that,” he
said.

“Oh, that’s a
given,” she said. “We are going shopping. I was thinking we would
get Christmas gifts for our families. I think it would be fun to
help each other pick things out. What do you think?” She smiled at
him, but his eyes had gone dark.

“This is the
second time this has happened Cole,” she said. “I’ve only ever
brought up your family twice and it really seems to wipe the smile
off your face. What’s going on?” she asked. “Quickly, before you
say anything, if you really don’t want to talk about it, I’m not
going to pressure you. It would be a lot of fun for me to have you
help pick out some gifts for Jay and Phillip, and Lacey because,
honestly besides you, they’re my only family.”

His brows went up
at “besides you”. He took a deep breath. Though she wasn’t pushing,
he still felt like he owed her some explanation or information
since she had been very forthcoming.

“Mason,” he
started slowly, “I honestly don’t have much family beyond Shaun. My
mom passed a few years ago and really, I’ve never been close to my
sisters. I have Shaun and his parents, and they have always been
exceedingly kind to me, but I’ve never been close to them. I didn’t
want to talk about it because it just sounds pathetic that at my
age, I have not managed to find a family. I just have this one
amazing close friend who’s like a brother to me,” he said,
sadly.

“Well, you’re my
family now and my family is yours,” she said, but it wasn’t really
landing with him. “So, you didn’t want to talk about this because
you thought I would see you as pathetic?” she queried.

“I see the
relationship you have with Lacey, and you have an incredible set of
parents in Jay and Philip and of course I appreciate the lovely way
they’ve welcomed me. Still, when I look at how I’ve failed to make
close friends, sometimes I feel like…yeah…it’s pathetic. Maybe
that’s just how it is for introverts. We rely on the extroverts to
bring friends to us,” he chuckled. “At the same time, I do
recognize that because of my job and its inherent dangers, having
close friends could mean putting them into harm’s way…” he trailed
off.

“Have you
considered that you would like to reach out to your sisters?” she
asked.

“I would,” he
said, “but their lives are hugely different from mine and I’m not
around to be a brother or an uncle.”

She tried to keep
her composure. He seemed so sad, and she felt his pain clearly.
“Cole, it’s not always about being able to be there for someone.
Sometimes you just do your best to look out for them from a
distance because that’s what’s necessary during that season of your
life. Maybe you could just try? This Christmas let’s find something
that maybe they would like and send it. It might lead nowhere but
maybe you would feel better if you reached out,” she
said.

She always seemed
to know what he was feeling and get right to the heart of what he
was thinking. He brightened up. “You know, I think I would feel
better doing that so there it is. Two sisters, Shaun, and you,
that’s my little family,” he chuckled.

She smiled that
big, warm smile. “Great! They’re on the list.” She
giggled.

“What about you?
Which list are you on, Mason?” he asked, seductively.

“Whatever do you
mean, Mr. Dixon?” she asked coyly.

He leaned in and
kissed her hard, passionately. Pushing her back on the couch, he
wedged his knee between her legs.

“Which list?
Naughty or nice?” He growled.

“I think my
naughty is very nice,” she said, softly.

He looked into her
eyes, “Mmmmmm. Fair enough.” He kissed her again, roughly, as he
positioned himself to lay between her legs. He enjoyed this
closeness with her, feeling her whole body against his. She pulled
his hips into her, between her legs, and gently grinded into him.
She was never sure where these things were going with him, but she
liked the comforting feeling of her body under his.

Cole was feeling
his arousal growing but he knew the time wasn’t right. He withdrew
from her lips and sat back on the couch. Putting his arm up, he
beckoned her to lay on his chest. She obliged but her frustration
with these moments was growing. When he was in London, he talked
about her not having to wait on him anymore and wanting to take
care of her needs, but it seemed that since he’d returned, aside
from their time at the hotel, he’d pulled back. She could feel him.
She knew the desire was there, but she started to think she was
doing something wrong. She could talk with him, but right now she
was out of energy for it. Still sometimes she felt starved for
something she’d not even had yet.






Shopping the next
day turned out to be fairly easy. Cole had thought it might be
chaotic, but Mason seemed to know someone in every shop and aside
from browsing, she stayed away from the big stores, which was
slightly confusing to him. After walking out of the third major
department store, Cole had questions. They stopped into a cafe for
coffee and a sandwich, and they sat at a table near the window.
Cole looked across the table at Mason’s eyes sparkling in the
afternoon sun. He knew he would never get tired of this view and
every day as he learned more about her heart, she became more
beautiful to him.

She smiled at him,
“Okay what is it?” she asked.

“What do you
mean?”

“You’re just
smiling and staring but you also look like you have something to
ask me,” she said. “Are you having a fun time?”

“Yes, I am and
yes, actually I do,” he said, chuckling. “I noticed that you really
enjoy going into the big department stores and you get so excited
to go in there and be there, yet you never buy anything there.
Everything is from the smaller shops. I’m just being honest. I
would think somebody who clearly appreciates finer clothing and
jewelry would have something like a personal shopper at some of
these more prestigious department stores.”

“Fair enough,” she
shrugged. “I do like going into the big department stores because
they always have really elaborate, beautiful Christmas decorations.
I love to go in there and feel the energy of that holiday crowd and
I do shop at those stores, and I have had personal shoppers before.
Throughout the year, I pick up shoes, handbags, jewelry etc. from
some of those stores…but anytime that I’m looking for gifts for the
people who are most special in my life, I’m really looking for
something pretty unique and you generally only find that in the
smaller shops.”

Cole was trying to
understand the dichotomy set before him. Here was a woman who
clearly understood her financial status and how that positioned her
in society and the advantages she had because of it. Yet she had no
desire for the prestige that her obvious wealth could bring her,
nor did she take advantage of her position.

“What are you
thinking?” she asked.

“I find it
interesting,” he started, “that when it comes to looking after your
needs, you trust anyone. You had movers pack and move your things
with zero supervision.”

Mason wasn’t
following him. It wasn’t as if she were being careless. “I don’t
quite understand what you mean,” she said.

“When it comes to
other people,” he continued, “especially the people you care about,
you personally go to the ends of the Earth to make sure that
everything is perfect, everything is done correctly and
completely.”

“Is there anything
wrong with that?” she asked.

“Not at all,” he
said, “but what that tells me is that you don’t give yourself the
same care you give others,” he sipped his coffee as he looked for
her reaction. “You put everyone else ahead of yourself. It would be
good for you to give yourself that same love and care, darling,” he
said gently.

She looked into
her coffee as she pondered this. “You do the same. You’re far more
giving. The things we picked out for your sisters today had to be
perfect but your suits…I’m guessing ASOS…”

“Topman, thank
you,” he said, proudly.

“Any other brand?”
she asked.

He looked at her
then dropped his eyes and chuckled, “No. Honestly, Topman is easy,
and I know everything is going to look great on me so I can’t be
bothered with anything else.”

“Which is
absolutely fine but neither one of us spends a lot of time on these
things for ourselves, but we’ll literally dedicate days to it for
others…so maybe we both have some work to do in that area,” she
said, grinning.

He reached out and
took her hand, smiling, “I suppose we do,” he said, “I want you to
know, I do appreciate everything we are and everything you do.
You’re tremendously accepting and caring and kind.”

She wanted to go
deeper into the “everything we are” but decided to table it. It
wasn’t exactly a conversation for this place.

“I am very
thankful for this season of my life,” she said. “Having this time
with you is really helping me discover myself a little. I’m so
happy to have found someone who gets me and someone who helps
me.”

When they returned
to the house, Cole put the bags in the guest bedroom while Mason
went into her outdoor shed and brought in a large box. Inside of it
was an artificial Christmas tree.

“What is that?”
Cole asked, as he was preparing a light snack and opening a bottle
of wine for them.

“It’s my Christmas
tree,” she said. “It’s nothing really special but I liked it
because it had these kinda interesting globe lights on it. I’ve had
it for a couple years.”

He smiled and
shook his head. “Why don’t you have a real tree?” he asked. “I’d
have thought you’d go all in for the look of a real tree, the pine
scent…”

“The needles
dropping everywhere, and the spiders,” she said, cocking that brow
at him.

His brows went up
and he swallowed hard. “Spiders?”

“Yeah, so the last
time I got a real tree, I put it in the corner of my living room.
The next morning, there were spiders and spider webs in the tree
and in the upper corner of the wall next to the ceiling,” she said.
“Had it not been against the law, I probably would have just burned
my house down.”

Cole’s eyes
widened as she told the story. He full body shivered. “Christ,
Mason,” he said, “Fucking hell, never mind then,” he
laughed.

She laughed with
him. “Ever since then real trees were not a thing for me. They are
home to lots of critters. Let the critters have them.”

They finished
decorating the tree and wrapping all the presents. Cole stood back
and took in the entire scene. There was nothing particularly
special about any of the decorations on the tree. It was not themed
but some of the decorations held some special meaning for Mason and
even now she was arranging and rearranging ornaments so as not to
cover up too many of the globe lights she liked so much. He
considered how thoughtful she was in placing each decoration on the
tree and that she’d chosen a bow instead of a star or an angel for
the topper. Even though he felt she never gave herself enough love,
when she did things like this, she was careful to make sure that
whatever she did was a genuine reflection of herself.

He hadn’t done
anything like this in over ten years. He never bothered with
Christmas decorations while he was single, and he never really felt
Christmas with Alessia. Her family gatherings were enjoyable for
him, but she was never satisfied with the things he bought her or
wanted to do with her. They probably argued the most over the
holidays and their last argument had turned particularly ugly and
physical.

Now here he stood
with this loving, generous, beautiful human being and he felt
perhaps what he might identify as the Christmas spirit stirring in
him once again. It was as if all of the warm memories from his
youth of his family on Christmas Eve all being together were
flooding his spirit at once. Although they never had much, his mum
always made sure that they created some special and lasting
memories with each other. Now here he stood making new and special
memories with Mason. He closed his eyes and tried to imprint this
moment on his memory. Even now he was looking forward to the day
when they might be sitting together talking about this moment in
time.

She walked over
and stood beside him, slipping her arm around his waist, looking at
their handiwork.

“I guess this is
our first Christmas,” she said, smiling up at him. He leaned down
and kissed her forehead. “I suppose it is,” he said. “I don’t know
exactly why but I’m really happy right now,” he said, smiling,
looking into her eyes. “I swear, you make everything we do
incredibly special. There’s a warmth you bring to living that I
need, Mason.”

She hugged him, “I
feel very safe with you. I feel cared for so it’s easy for me to be
all of me with you...Does that make sense.”

He tipped her head
up to look at him. He smiled gently, “Yes, m’love, it does, and I
love the way you say it. ‘I can be all of me with you.’ That’s
extraordinary.” He kissed her lips lightly and pulled her close and
held her.


CHAPTER
26

Monday saw Cole
returning to the Brooklyn hotel and completely immersed in his
work. He barely saw Mason for the next few weeks. He had a massive
amount of design work to do and staying at the hotel was just
easier. He was waiting on final, approved blueprints and most of
the time and he spent his days working with what he had but
creating some contingencies for unapproved structures. He was
frustrated with the slow approval process, and he was trying,
mostly unsuccessfully not to take it home with him. He’d turned his
hotel suite into a drafting room of sorts with a bank of screens to
make the CAD work easier and the nights he needed to be there were
late and lonely. It was cold there without Mason and although he’d
asked her to come and stay with him a few times, she declined due
to her own workload.

This was their
third week apart and Mason was trying to hold her frustration at
bay. She’d called Cole every night, but their conversations were
thin. She figured he was feeling the frustration of the “hurry up
and wait” process that seemed to be happening on his end. At the
same time, Reese was trying to dump and run because this wasn’t his
only project, and he was trying to move on. She’d given Reese a key
to her house in order to make it easier for him to drop off
whatever he couldn’t email. Although they had an excellent
construction company, Ben still wanted her to review and approve
some construction samples and paint chips as they were moving
through the purchasing stage. Whatever they dropped at the office,
Reese would courier to her house. She was making an extremely late
dinner when her doorbell rang. She looked outside and saw Reese’s
car.

“Come in,” she
said as she opened the door. It was particularly cold. Reese walked
in and set a box of samples and several folders on the table behind
the door.

“Hey, Mason,” he
said, shivering slightly.

“Hey there,” she
said smiling. “Thanks for bringing this by. I appreciate you doing
this.”

“It’s nothing,” he
said, smiling.

“How about a
cuppa?” she asked.

“Cuppa?” he asked,
confused.

“Oh, sorry, a cup
of tea. Or I have coffee. Something to warm up,” she said. She
hadn’t realized how many of Cole’s phrases had crept into her
vocabulary.

Reese laughed. He
paused for a moment and took her in. Her hair was long, really
long, and thick. Her smile was warm...but those eyes. Her deep blue
eyes were captivating to him. “Yes, if you don’t mind I think I
would like a cup of coffee if you have it,” he said,
nervously.

She could sense he
was a little nervous and she thought back to what Jay had told
her…but it was cold, and this was just a cup of coffee.
A little company and some recon on this job might
be nice.

“Here let me take
your coat,’’ she said, “have a seat at the counter,” she gestured
toward the kitchen.

She poured the
coffee and set it in front of him as he sat down. He looked around
taking in the house and the decorations.

“Those are some
nice Christmas decorations you have, really beautiful,” he said.
“This house is gorgeous. I see there’s a pool in the back. You
really lucked up on this one.”

“I really did,”
she laughed. “I wasn’t even looking at the time but as soon as this
came on the market, I made a cash offer and closed in a few
days.”

“Nice,” he said,
“so do you have family here in New York or…?”

“Nah, just found
family,” she said. “I came to work here in the city and fell in
love with it. Honestly, I don’t think I’ll ever leave
it.”

“I know what you
mean,” he said. “I love being here. It’s not like Philadelphia.
People always say the city is grimy or gritty and Philadelphia’s
kind of like that, but New York feels vastly different.”

“Right?” she said.
“So do you think we’re at the point where you still need to be on
this project or are you getting ready to hand off?”

“I think I could
probably hand off this week,” he said, and paused. “I was hoping
working on this project that we’d be able to get to know each other
a little bit,” he said.

“What do you
mean?” she asked.

Nothing ventured,
nothing gained. He squared his shoulders
and looked her in the eye. “Mason, I find you extremely attractive
and I would really like to get to know you personally. Maybe see if
we could do something,” he drew deep on his coffee.

His light gold
eyes held her gaze for a moment. “Thank you for the compliment.
While I’m flattered, I am seeing Cole and we’re exclusive,” she
said.

“My apologies
then,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were still seeing him.
Honestly, I didn’t realize he’d returned from London.” He looked
around at her place, as if to emphasize Cole’s absence then slowly
looked back at her and finished his coffee.

His gambit caught
her off guard, but she took a deep breath. “Yes, actually he’s been
back a few weeks,” she explained. “We’re just...working in separate
offices right now.”

“Of course,” he
said, standing up. “Again, my apologies. I feel like I’ve made a
fool of myself.”

“Not at all,” she
said. “Thanks again for bringing the samples by.”

“Do you still want
me to hold on to your key?”

“Yeah,” she said,
“that’s probably a good idea. They may still have you drop some
things by, even after the handoff, if you don’t mind, of
course.”

“Not a problem,’’
he smiled at her. “Thank you very much for the coffee. It has
warmed me up.” He lingered for a moment, looking into her eyes
again. “I guess I better get home.”

After he left,
Mason looked around the house. He was right. There was no evidence
in this space that Cole was even in her life. She knew with all of
her logical thinking that it was way too soon, but she didn’t
always think about Cole with her logic. She thought about him with
her heart and right now she felt there were very few reasons why he
shouldn’t be sharing this space with her. Even with the
understanding that he would have to be ready, she still felt
frustrated by how he had pulled back since he returned from London.
They’d had that one amazing night at the Equinox but after that,
she felt as if he pulled away hard, as if they were going backward
not forward.

Cole was running
his fingers through his hair with frustration for the fifth time in
so many hours. He glanced at the clock. 2030. He hadn’t really
slept in days, a few hours here and there. He missed Mason so much
that he ached and although they had conversations on the phone, the
things he wanted to talk about didn’t seem appropriate for phone
calls and tonight it was no good. He wasn’t going to sleep without
her.

He called and
barely waited for her to say hello. “Mason I’m exhausted,” he said
immediately. “I’d like to come and see you...please.”

She thought about
the request, direct and somewhat desperate, and she remembered that
she’d left an open invitation for him but at the same time she
didn’t want to just be some teddy bear for him when he couldn’t
sleep.

“Yes, of course,”
she said. “You’re welcome to come for the night, but I have some
things I want to talk about and if you’re really not up for it then
you should stay where you are.”

He felt gut
punched. He definitely was not going to sleep now. “Darling, I’m
sorry if I’ve done anything to upset you. Of course, I want to hear
your heart. I’ll be there in about an hour,” he said.

As he drove out to
the island, he considered that the inability to be with her at this
point in their relationship was driving a wedge between them. He
had hoped, he had even assumed that she would be able to handle a
few weeks apart especially since this project was keeping both of
them busy but maybe her loneliness was getting the best of her. At
least he hoped that’s what it was.

When he walked
through the front door, he didn’t immediately see her. He left his
bag by the door and hung up his coat.

“Mason!” he called
out.

“I’ll be out in a
minute,’’ she called from one of the bedrooms. “Can you go ahead
please and open that bottle of wine on the counter?”

He opened the
wine, grabbed two glasses, and headed for the sofa. As he sat down,
he looked up at the hallway as she walked out. He nearly lost his
breath.

She was wearing a
short lace nightie that came to just mid-thigh with a satin robe of
the same length over it. This was not the typical boy shorts and
tee shirt she normally wore in the evenings. Whatever she wanted to
talk about, this was going to make it difficult to
concentrate.

Cole tried to not
let his emotions show on his face, but he was fairly certain she’d
seen the shock because she was smiling quite coyly as she walked
over to the couch and sat down, facing him. He handed her a glass
of wine.

“Darling you
really look amazing,” he said, kissing her cheek.

“I thought you’d
probably like it,’’ she said. “It’s an early Christmas present to
myself.”

“Are you sure it’s
a gift for you?” he asked. “Because I’m the one who’s enjoying it.”
He was struggling, dying to touch her but she said she had
something important to talk about and he didn’t really want to
speed past that. He pulled hard on his wine and tried to
focus.

“I guess since you
put it that way maybe it is Merry Christmas to you,” she giggled.
She reached out and gently cupped his cheek. He eagerly leaned into
her hand as he’d done so many times before. This one simple gesture
had become such a profound comfort for him that when she did it,
his skin flushed with a deep warmth and tonight, the effect was
multiplied exponentially. He looked into her eyes and everything he
needed was right there, her joy, her caring, everything.

“My dear, it is so
good to see you. When I’m here with you, I’m so much happier. Now
love,” he said softly, “you have my undivided attention. What did
you want to talk about?”

“I think you’ve
already begun the conversation for me,’’ she said. “When we’re
together we’re happy, we’re talking about important things, we’re
sharing with each other but lately, with being apart, our
conversations have been thin. You’re not talking. We’re just
running through an agenda every morning and a recap every night and
I don’t want our relationship to fall into a rut already. Tell me
we haven’t run out of things to talk about.”

He took a moment
to think about this. She wasn’t wrong. He felt it too but there was
little he could do because he didn’t like opening up to her on the
phone.

“You’re absolutely
right sweetheart. It has become rather dry lately, at least in our
conversation but I want to assure you that it’s only because there
are things, I want to discuss with you that I do not want to
discuss on the phone. In my experience, it’s always been
particularly important when speaking with somebody to not only hear
their words but see their facial expression, read their body
language. Think about it this way. When you’re playing a scene,
it’s really important for everyone involved to have some way to
communicate whether they’re truly ready to begin or continue or
whether they need to stop. You have to have more than one way to
read the scene. If you’re fulfilling your role properly, you’re
looking for physical cues that tell you how each person is
feeling.”

“We’re not in a
scene. We’re in a relationship,” she said.

This bit of
attitude was new and slightly irritating to him. He stopped for a
minute to consider where it might be coming from, but he decided to
let it go for now and continued. “True, but that’s just an example.
As an empath, you have the luxury of relying on that sixth sense,”
he lowered his brow slightly and he looked at her more seriously,
“but I’m sure when you’re talking to a client, you’re reading faces
and expressions to gain an understanding of how the negotiation is
progressing.” He was irritated that he had to bring the point home
in yet another example. Surely, she
understood me so why the attitude? “All I’m
trying to say is, that is something I need when I talk about
certain things with you, and I can’t get them over the
phone.”

“Wait,” she said,
gently, “so...what were the things you wanted to talk
about?”

He reached out and
brushed her hair back. “I wanted to talk about how you’ve been
feeling. I wanted to thank you for encouraging me to reach out to
my sisters,” he said, softly, “I wanted to cook for you and ask you
about things like your favorite Christmas memories. I wanted to
talk about anything but work and…Well you know, maybe a little bit
of work, now that I think about it, because as I’ve watched the way
you absolutely command and run these meetings, when you’ve had the
floor, I remember that first night, watching you work that table
and I’ve gained an even deeper appreciation for your skill and your
talent but saying those things over the phone without being able to
see your face seems lifeless and dry to me.”

She sat back,
stunned. “So, you were really thinking about all of these
things?”

“Yes, darling,
absolutely I was,” he said.

She looked down
into her lap now not knowing how to broach her concerns. He reached
out and lifted her chin.

“Look at me
darling,’’ he said. “Please tell me what’s on your mind because I
think you’ve been thinking about things that are far more serious
than Christmas memories and boardrooms.”

“Oh, Cole,” she
said, her voice quivering, “I have been thinking a lot about us and
I’m sorry to be retreading old ground. I guess I just miss you and
I need you in my space…” she stopped. She felt like she was
rambling on.

He sat back. “Am I
losing you?’’ he asked, quietly. “Is this separation really
something that you are not able to manage?” He wasn’t really sure
why he asked the question because there was little he could do if
she said she couldn’t.

“How are you
managing it? How well are you sleeping?” she countered. She already
knew the answer because when she saw him this evening, he looked
restless, dehydrated, gaunt, even but it didn’t matter whether she
knew the answer. What mattered was his perception of his condition
and she needed to hear that.

He took a deep
breath. “If I’m being honest, I’m not.”

“Not
what?”

“I’m not managing
it and I’m not sleeping. I’m just working,” he answered. He
nervously ran his hands through his hair. “Truly this is something
I’ve never really had to learn how to cope with.”

“You mean you and
Alessia were never separated for a prolonged period of time a week
even?” she asked.

He thought about
it. “Not in the beginning. Toward the end she took a couple of
trips back to Italy to see her family but…” he paused and looked at
her. He was coming to a new realization, and it was dredging up a
lot of hurt with it, like a deep root being pulled from long
settled soil. He took a drink of his wine and tried to remain
composed. “I guess if I’m being honest, I didn’t miss her when she
went away on those trips. Things were peaceful. I could hang out
with Shaun at the pub all night and not have to hear about it. I
didn’t have a curfew and I wasn’t going to come home to an
argument…but you must know, it’s different with you, Mason. I do
miss you, deeply and profoundly and I guess I feel like if all I
can do is come here and spend a couple of hours with you and then
have to leave, that’s not going to help this yearning, so I just
don’t come at all.”

She looked at him
carefully. His expression was one of hurt and desperation at the
same time. She saw a tear on his face and reached over to wipe it
away.

“Cole,” she said,
gently, “really it’s fine. I can manage it. You’re not losing me.
If you still want to know what I’m thinking about this project. I’m
thrilled to be doing it but this missing you is
horseshit.”

He looked at her
surprised and then laughed gently. “Yes,” he said, “that’s exactly
right. Once again, an excellent turn of phrase, ‘missing you is
horseshit’,” he chuckled. He looked up at her as if just realizing
how beautiful and desirable she looked and was. Her long hair
falling around her shoulders and her skin glowing in the warm
lighting. He wanted so desperately to hold her but there was
something gnawing at him, and he had to try to gain some
understanding. This wasn’t going to be pleasant, but he had to
know. “Sweetheart, may I ask you something about one of your
boundaries? I am by no means asking to push it. I just have a
question.”

“Absolutely. What
is it?”

“When we first
talked about our kink backgrounds, you said to me that you have no
desire to live in a dom/sub relationship.”

“That’s
right.”

“Why?”

“I guess it’s that
I don’t mind being manipulated and humiliated sometimes during sex.
Sometimes I really want that, but I don’t care to be manipulated or
humiliated every day,” she answered.

“Christ, Mason,”
he said, “that’s a lot to unpack.”

“I mean that’s
essentially what it is and during sex it’s fine but to live like
that every day? I think I’m just too much of an independent person
I’m too...‘take control’ to just do that all the time,” she
said

“Would you be open
to my input on this?” he said.

“Yes. I’m fine,”
she said.

Cole took a deep
breath and paused for a moment to consider how to say these things
without sounding like he was pushing.

“Mason,” he began
carefully, “first of all if at any point you feel like I’m pushing
you I want you to stop me. It’s fine. I won’t be upset at all.
Ok?”

“Sure.”

“Submission is not
something that a dominant takes or manipulates a person into doing.
It is a gift that is given to him by someone who deems him worthy
of it and it is a gift that can be taken back at any time. As such,
he should treat that gift as something very precious. The person
who gave it to him, is someone to be cherished, supported, and
nurtured. The submissive is not someone to be manipulated
ever or humiliated without
their permission. Once a Dom/sub dynamic or relationship is
established, even if they are married, negotiation never stops,” he
said. He paused to make sure she was ok. “You do become accustomed
to each other’s desires and needs and styles, but boundaries can
always be set and are never to be disregarded by either person. If
I’m being honest, I treat every relationship I have like that. No
one should ever feel entitled to another person, their energy,
their body, their time without consent and yes consent can be
implied or given until revoked. It’s ridiculous to be pedantic
about it in, say, a long-term relationship, but consent is still
consent, Mason. You don’t give up your right to give or take away
consent or the right to have that consent honored. Ever. Does that
make sense?”

She thought about
this for a moment. Even though she knew that her past relationship
was toxic and that her dominant had been an abuser, it was all the
experience she had to go on. “It does,’’ she said slowly, “but that
is not the way I’ve ever understood it,” she paused. “Are you
saying this is something you want us to do?”

“No. Not as long
as you don’t want to. I will never push that boundary.”

“Then why do you
bring it up?” she asked.

“Because I want
you to understand, the values and rules, if you will, that govern a
D/s relationship, a scene, or this lifestyle, they are part of who
I am and something I will fall back on in my relationships and even
in my decision-making process and it’s vital that you understand
them correctly or you will constantly misunderstand me. For me,
they are an important frame of reference and I often use them as a
communication tool. It’s frustrating to hit a wall every time I use
them with you.”

“I’m sorry,” she
said, quietly, “You’re right. I didn’t understand.”

“No, no, no
apologies,” he said insistently, “I do recognize that the way you
came into this was less than ideal to say the least and I get angry
when I think about what he put you through. I’m also going along
with what you said that you’d like to find someone who will show
you the proper way. I’m hoping you can trust me to do that. More
than anything, I want us to build something strong together with
understanding, learning from each other. I want to give this every
single chance of working because I don’t think…” his voice caught
in his throat. He didn’t expect to feel this welling up of
emotion.

“Cole, no, I’m
sorry,” she moved to hug him, wrapping her arms around his
shoulders. He put his arms around her waist and pulled her close
and tight to him.

He took a few deep
breaths. Pulling back, he reached out and caressed her cheek. “My
darling there are so many things I long to do with you and I will
try nearly anything you ask. The one and only thing that I don’t
think I can possibly do is lose you.”

She leaned in and
kissed his forehead softly, lingering for just an extra moment.
“Where do we go from here, Cole?” she asked. “I can adjust to your
style of communication. I do trust you. I want to build something
with you too but how do we do that when we barely see each
other?”

He took her hands
in his. “Mason, I don’t know. I’m here now,” he said. His mind was
exhausted as well as his body. Sleep had become a spectre he
unsuccessfully chased when he had time and without her, it vanished
in a matter of minutes. In his current state of intense fatigue,
the importance of this conversation was beginning to pale by
contrast.

“I’m sorry, Cole,”
she said, “I know you’re tired, but I don’t want to be some
nightcap you turn to when you find you can’t sleep. I want to be
chosen, not just a pacifier.”

He paused and
looked at her. “You’re right, Mason,” he said, “and being apart is
a struggle for us but I’d rather take that on with you than be
alone or even be comfortable with someone else. Moving in here
isn’t going to work for me right now.” He was weak for her touch
and craved her closeness, but he knew that living together too soon
was too risky. “Can we find some middle ground that you would be
happy with?”

She thought about
it for a moment. She stood up from the couch and stood in front of
him. Keeping her eyes locked on his, reaching down, she spread his
legs apart and kneeled on the floor in front of him, resting her
arms on his legs. He sat up and leaned forward, returning her gaze.
“Have dinner with me,” she said. “Let’s agree to have dinner, every
night, after work. Here, your place, a restaurant, somewhere. What
do you think?” She hoped he would take the offer for several
reasons. The first being, he didn’t take care of himself. He
clearly wasn’t eating and this way, she could make sure he did. The
second, it kept them both on a schedule of stepping away from work
for a moment. Third, it gave them an opportunity to talk face to
face.

He considered her
proposal, and it ticked a lot of boxes for him. He needed her
company, her touch, and her smile. The prospect of seeing her every
day seemed to calm his restlessness.

“Yes, Darling.
Let’s commit to having dinner every night but I want to add
something,” he said smiling coyly.

“What is it?” she
asked, her eyes sparkling.

“Any weekend that
we can spend together, I want to do that, even if it’s a working
weekend. What do you think?”

She brightened up.
“Yes,” she smiled at him, and he was relieved to see her bright
beautiful smile. “Absolutely, I want to do that,” she
giggled.

“My God, you’re
beautiful when you smile, my dear,” he leaned down and kissed her
forehead. He took her hands in his. “Stand up, darling,” he said
softly. He put his hands on her waist and bid her to straddle his
lap. He loved sitting with her like this and he knew he’d always
need the comfort that he derived from being close to her in this
way.

He grabbed onto
her robe lapels and pulled her into a deep, lingering kiss. Her
kiss was warm and wet, and he leaned into the raw passion of it,
moaning into her mouth. He slipped his hands under her nightie to
feel her bare skin. He’d missed the feel of her so much that now,
the sensation of her softness under his fingertips was bringing
forward a primal arousal.

She trembled as he
ran his hands over her skin and his touch felt hot with every
contact. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled in deeper
to his kiss, small whimpers escaping her throat into his mouth. He
slid his hands under her thighs and pulled her hips in tight to
him. He lightly ran his fingertips under her and between her legs,
across the outside of the now wet silk between her legs. He pressed
in lightly rubbing across her, making her gasp as she broke their
kiss.

“Look at me, Pet,”
he said, softly.

She met his eyes
but had trouble holding his gaze. Her emotions and raw arousal were
racing across her face, and he was feeling her energy in his own
arousal. He watched her clench her jaw and listened to her ragged
breathing as she slowly ground her hips against his
hand.

He slid his hands
back up and around her waist and pulled her into him. He kissed her
deeply once again and pulled back to look into her eyes. He placed
his hand on her chest and applied a light pressure until her
breathing slowed.

“What’s wrong?”
she asked.

He smiled gently
and lightly kissed her lips. “Nothing, my dear, not a thing,” he
said weakly. “I’m sorry, m’love, but my energy is gone. I’m
completely exhausted and I just want to lie down with you, hold
your body close to mine and make sure you’re safe with
me.”

“Oh, of course,
Babe,” she said, “I’m sorry…I…”

“No, sweetheart,
no apologies,” he said, lowering his voice, “You feel wonderful to
me and I’m dreadfully sorry I don’t have more energy to pleasure
you the way you deserve right now.”

Mason got into bed
and waited for Cole to finish washing up. She thought about their
conversation. She was glad that she would have dedicated time with
him every day, maybe a few sleepovers. More than anything, she was
happy she could take care of him. He seemed to want to move things
forward, but she wasn’t sure how many more episodes like the one on
the couch she could stand without breaking.

Cole looked at
himself in the vanity mirror. He could see that he was again
slipping. Afraid to go forward and afraid to lose it all. He hated
the place he was in emotionally and physically, but he knew he
couldn’t go back. He hadn’t forgotten that he’d promised she
wouldn’t have to wait on him anymore, but he now feared creating
the haunting memories, craving the feel of her body, her closeness,
and not having her near. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
He was almost relieved she’d pushed a little. He looked forward to
having time with her every day and he hoped it would help her be
patient with him.

As he climbed into
bed and got under the covers, he leaned over and kissed her cheek.
She rolled onto her back, and he slipped his arm around her waist,
melting into a deep kiss. She arched her back and he pulled himself
closer to her.

“I haven’t
forgotten, darling,” he said. “I want you to know, I haven’t. I’m
grateful that you’ve allowed me to…slow down a bit.”

“You’re talking
about sex, right?” she said bluntly. “You’ve slowed down,
why?”

He took a deep
breath. He didn’t like this directness but then again, he did like
straightforward communication. “Yes,” he said, “It’s to do with
sex. Everything we’ve done up to now has been amazing, Mason, and I
still think about the things I want to do with you. A
lot.”

“But…”

“But nothing. I’m
wrestling with my own demon,” he said softly.

She sat up and
slid back against the pillows. “What do you mean? Talk to
me.”

He sat up next to
her. “Mason, I want you, Christ, I want you. With everything in me,
I want to tangle myself up in your arms and feel my body against
yours. What we did at the hotel was heaven, pure heaven to
me.”

“It was for me too
and here we are, in this house, settled, well mostly, and I can’t
think of a more ‘right’ time…unless there’s something you’ve
learned about me that you want to ‘fix’ first before we move
forward,” she said.

He looked at her
carefully. “You’ve talked with Shaun, then?” he said,
quietly.

“Yes, Cole,” she
said, lowering her voice, “I did…and you know what? I’ll fix
anything you ask of me if it means having you as a more permanent
part of my life.”

“To be blunt,
Mason, I want to be that, but I don’t want to be just company for
your loneliness. I need to know that there’s more to
it.”

“Ok, yeah, my
loneliness gets the best of me, and I admit, I get lonely, and I’ve
made hasty decisions behind that, but you know what? For three
years, I was lonely but I sure as hell didn’t need or have anyone
in my space or my life just because of it. You’re here because
I want you here. I
chose you and I’ll keep choosing you, choosing to want you here
with me.”

“This is a lot to
process, Mason. I’m not going to lie to you, I need time…but please
understand, there’s nothing about you that really needs to change.
You’re not Alessia and I don’t compare you to her so please don’t
compare yourself to her.” He paused for a moment to relax. He
wanted to be calmer than he was to approach this subject. “Everyone
has a monster inside, Mason. Most of us keep them under control.
She didn’t and hers liked to fight and that wasn’t me. I don’t know
whether Shaun told you, but I tried. I did everything I could to
help her understand what she was doing to me, but she didn’t want
to change. It broke my heart to think she liked to see me in that
kind of pain. I wasn’t trying to fix her so much as I was asking
her to be a god damn decent person because…I couldn’t marry the
monster.” He stopped. He didn’t want to go over this again.
Ever. But what did you expect? Some things
are so much a part of you that no one else would understand you
without the backstory.

She looked up at
him under her lashes. “You’re not just some company for me that I
need to have around, Cole. I…luh…” she stopped, unsure of herself.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re here because I
want you here and that will always be.” Should she have said she
loved him? Would it have made him feel more secure?

“I need to change,
I guess, Mason. I need to trust you more. I don’t always believe
I’m worthy of someone’s attention or space. Maybe, with you, I need
to just jump in.” He smiled and cradled her cheek with his
hand.

She reached up and
put her hand over his. “Cole, don’t ever think I won’t help you
fight your demons. I’m with you. I’m in your corner and you don’t
have to do this alone. Don’t pull away from me…Please
stay.”

“Christ, Mason,”
he said, taking a deep breath, “How are you so…so
perfect?”

She laughed, “Ok,
you know you already have me, right? Flattery is not
necessary.”

He chuckled,
“Darling, I’m tired and my eyes are weary, and I just want to lie
here with you.”

“And I just want
to hold you close to me. It’ll take care of itself,” she said,
smiling.

“And I wanna
sleep...Hey,” he said, softly, “Can we take off that
nightie?”

“Sure,” she pulled
the nightie over her head and slipped her panties off. “So, are we
going to tangle ourselves up or…?” she giggled.

He smiled at her,
“I’m knackered darling, but I want to, believe me. If I can ask one
more thing, can I lay under your arm? I know it seems
odd…”

She slid down and
lay back on the pillows bringing her arm up as he lay on her chest.
She cradled him as he draped his leg over her naked body. “You know
what,” she said, “I do feel safe here with you,” she said, kissing
the top of his head. “Mission accomplished.”

He pulled her
tight to him, reveling in the feel of her skin against his and
smiled. “That makes me happy, darling.”


CHAPTER
27

When Mason woke
up, Cole was gone. She looked at the nightstand and there was a
vase of wildflowers cut from her semblance of a garden and a
note.

“Call when you
wake up - Cole”

As if he needed
to sign the card. She giggled at the
thought.

His phone buzzed.
“Good morning, my darling,” he said, softly.

“I don’t think
there will ever be a day that I don’t melt at hearing you say that”
she said.

“How are you
feeling this morning?” he asked.

“I’m good. Little
stiff,” she answered. “You?”

“I woke up the
same. Little…um…stiff,” he said.

“Mmm. I’m gonna
let that go,” she giggled. “Thank you for the flowers. I love them.
At some point I’ll have to look at the raggedy garden I
have.”

“It’s a very nice
garden,” he said, “for what’s left of it at this point in the year.
The wildflowers are hardy and good for the bees.”

“Good point,” she
said, thoughtfully, “Of course you care about the bees.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Your heart is…you
seem to have an inexhaustible supply of love for even the smallest
things,” she said. “It amazes me and it’s endearing.”

He laughed, “I do.
I have a lot of love to give, Mason,” he said gently. “As I’m sure
you do too.”

“I do,” she
said.

He closed his eyes
at hearing her soft voice say the words. For a short, fleeting,
happy moment, he pictured her, all in white, her beautiful face
through a veil, at the altar, saying those words with him, pledging
her heart forever. No, no, that’s just a
leftover fantasy. He shook his head. “So,”
he said, his voice slightly cracking, “Where are you working
today?”

“Actually, I have
to go into the office, but I’ll be home around six,” she said,
“Why?”

“I didn’t have
time to make breakfast for you. I have to be at the site today.
Hopefully, we have final, signed, blueprints,” he said, “but I will
have breakfast waiting for you at the office, ok?”

“Aw, Cole, that’s
very sweet of you,” she said. “Again, being so kind even to the
least of us.”

“Hardly the least,
darling,” he said, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you tonight. I’m making
dinner.”

“Even better,” she
said, “Tonight then.”

As she showered,
Mason considered how easy things actually were with Cole. She began
to feel like sometimes she made things complicated. It was hard for
her to walk the line between overthinking and communicating to get
her needs met. It was always something she needed to keep in mind.
For now, she was happy with their arrangement, and she felt like
she needed to just accept that living together wasn’t going to be
possible with this project pulling them in different
directions.

Even as Cole stood
looking at the empty lot, he considered that maybe he took his job
too seriously and left no room for even practicality. He’d never
had to make adjustments or compromises because of family, kids,
wife. He’d always been able to be available and present. Now he
thought that maybe it didn’t always have to be that way. Surely
married couples would manage something like this without living
apart. You really think you could live
with someone? The way you fall apart under stress? You really
believe someone would be ok with that, that it wouldn’t get on
their nerves and drive them away? Yeah. ok. The demon had returned. The one that never wanted him to jump
too soon, be happy too quickly. This one had always been there, but
it was getting louder. It was never content. He was determined to
work towards living with Mason so of course, it had to have a say.
They both wanted it but, in a way, the demon was right. He hadn’t
yet learned to stay focused on his physical state when he was
working. It was all or nothing right now, all work and no
self-care, but somehow, he would figure out the balance. He didn’t
want to disappoint her, and he needed the growth for his own
wellbeing.

When Mason arrived
at her office, she walked in and set her briefcase down. There was
nothing on her desk but maybe he’d forgotten. He was busy after
all. She had her Venti Caramel something or other and that was
breakfast most days anyway. She sat down to get started and Reese
walked in.

She looked up and
smiled. “Haven’t I asked you to knock?” she reminded
him.

He smiled back.
“But I come bearing gifts that might expire, maybe…I suppose,” he
laughed, nervously. “Seriously, I’m sorry. Yes, you
have.”

“It’s ok,” she
said, “I’ll let it go this time. What have you got
there?”

“I don’t know. It
was left at reception, and it’s got your name on it. Looks like
it’s from Essa.”

She opened the bag
and sure enough, a bagel with lox. She giggled and shook her head.
He remembered.

“Wow,” Reese said,
“Is that all it takes to bring out that gorgeous smile?”

She laughed, “I
guess I’m a cheap date. A bagel for a smile.”

He laughed too.
“I’ll keep that in mind. I have some paint chips on my desk for
you. Oh, and check your schedule. I think you’re supposed to be
onsite today, but I’ll go if you need me to.”

She paused for a
moment to look at him. He was laid back, rarely nervous or afraid
to tackle anything, confident and put together. A
forty-million-dollar project and he’s willing to jump in, go to the
site and do whatever.

“Thank you for
offering but I’ll go,” she said, smiling shyly. “And thanks for
dropping off my breakfast.”

Lunch time came
before she knew it and Mason stopped in the lobby of her building
for another Starbucks then she headed out to the worksite. She
looked forward to seeing Cole there, but it also made her nervous.
As she pulled into the lot, she could see him inside the foundation
area with one of the engineers. She was here to look at their plans
for cabling, where that was going to be run and sign off on the
purchasing. As she approached, she felt an agitated energy from
their conversation.

“I think we can
just use Cat5,” the engineer said. “These cables are going to run
through PVC, so they’ll be protected and it’s cheaper.”

“I understand but
I really want plenum cat6,” Cole responded.

“We don’t need it
though,” the engineer interrupted. “This cabling is dedicated to
security, and we don’t need the bandwidth.”

“You’re right, we
don’t need the bandwidth,” Cole said, “but we need the protection
and plenum is only available in cat6…”

“So, we’re going
with the cat5,” the engineer said.

Cole was losing
patience. “Fuck’s sake, listen to me,” he raised his voice in a way
that Mason hadn’t heard before. “We need the protection of the
plenum. I know we don’t need the cat6 bandwidth, but we need the
fire protection…”

“Hey, if this
building goes up, no one’s gonna care about the network wiring,”
the engineer continued, interrupting him again.

“Would you please
shut the fuck up for a minute, just one minute, and let me explain
the whole picture,” Cole had lost patience with the man. Mason had
been standing nearby watching. This was someone different. He had
always been patient with her, always. Giving him the benefit of the
doubt, she figured this conversation had been going on for a while.
Cole stopped and looked at the man. He took a deep breath. “I need
a break,” he said, “I’ll be back in five minutes.” He walked out
toward his car and as he looked up, he saw Mason standing nearby.
He walked over to her.

“Hey, you,” he
said, running his hands through his hair. Mason realized at this
moment he did that when he was angry. “I saw you were coming out
today. When did you get here?”

“Well, I’ve been
here long enough to see you lose your temper,” she said. “That’s
new.”

“I’m really
frustrated,” he said. “I can’t make them understand what we need
and why...and I don’t much care for the habit that New Yorkers have
of interrupting, assuming they know what you’re going to
say.”

“I see,” she said,
calmly. “So, tell me what the problem is and maybe I can talk to
him.”

He looked at her,
irritated. “Thank you but I think I can handle this…”

“Without losing
your temper?” she deliberately interrupted. She cocked her
brow.

He stopped. She
was right. He hadn’t behaved at all well and he needed to rethink
his approach. He was generally good at communication and clearly,
this wasn’t his best day. “You’re right, Mason.” He took a deep
breath. “Can I explain this to you and maybe we can both talk to
this guy. I’m sure he’s just trying to do his best to keep costs
down, but this is really important.”

“Sure,” she
said.

They laid the
plans out on the car, and he explained his reasoning for the
materials he wanted. Mason quickly understood but she had questions
as well.

“I don’t know,
Cole,” she said, “help me understand why this would be important
enough to double the budget for the cabling.”

He looked at her
and took a beat. “This cable is going throughout the building.
Plenum cat6 has a coating that protects the wire within from
temperature damage, and that’s important for the wire that’s going
in the ground.”

“But this wire is
going to be run through PVC. It’s not subject to the environment,”
she said.

“Correct,” he
said, “And here’s where I’m losing my guy. The plenum cat6 coating
is also fire retardant. Think for a minute about where all this
cable is going to go. Throughout the walls and ceiling. Cable will
spread a fire quickly, but this would actually slow it down. At
least it won’t contribute to the spread.”

Mason’s eyes lit
up. This went directly to their safety and comfort mantra. “Oh, I
get it now,” she said. “You’re right. Let’s go talk to…did you get
a name?”

“Yes, Robert,” he
said.

“Let’s go talk to
Robert,” she said. “In the end, this is still our project and we’re
going to have a say.”

“Mason, please let
me lead this,” he said. “We can talk about the why later but let me
lead this conversation.”

“Fine with me,”
she said. “But whatever made you stop and think before we came over
here, think about that now. You don’t need the added stress of
losing your temper. It’s not that deep.”

Fuck. Why did she
have to be so tuned in? “Understood.”

“Robert,” Cole
said as he approached, “my apologies, I don’t think I’ve been truly
clear. I want to go over why we’re requiring the plenum cat6 one
more time and please hear me out. Quite simply, it’s for fire
retardation and mitigation. If a fire breaks out, given that this
cable goes throughout the building, it won’t spread the fire like
the coating on a cat5. Does that make sense?”

“Ohhh, yeah, I see
now. This shit is expensive, though,” Robert said, “We’re looking
at half again as much for the upgrade.”

“Are you sure?
That’s considerably less than what we estimated Mr. Dixon’s request
to be, which was double,” Mason said, “Can you show me the
numbers?”

Robert showed her
the purchase order on his tablet. “Here, I got a quote. We found a
guy in Jersey who gave us a deal because we wanna buy so much,” he
said.

Mason smiled at
him, “Ok, tell your ‘guy’ we’re go. Great job! I’ll sign off on the
upgrade and the purchase order so you can get it here
quickly.”

Robert handed her
the tablet, and she signed the PO. Cole just stood back. Her carrot
was a lot better than his stick for getting this done. He felt out
done and out classed, but he was glad for two things. He had final
blueprints and this part was done. Everything from now on would be
coordination, direction, and inspection.

Mason arrived home
to the aroma of Asian cuisine and as she hung up her coat, she saw
Cole working diligently in the kitchen. This felt so good to her in
a fundamental way that it almost hurt to know he would eventually
leave for the night. She walked up behind him and slipped her arms
around him. He didn’t turn or melt into her as he normally
did.

“Hey, you,” she
said, softly, “Dinner smells amazing!”

He closed his
eyes. Damn, she felt good. He was wishing his mood was truly
better but maybe I can just put on for
now. He turned everything off and turned
around to face her. He grabbed the back of her hair and pulled her
head back slightly, pressing his lips to her neck.

“Damn,” she said,
breathlessly, looking back into his eyes. “Can we do that…about a
hundred more times?”

He laughed, “Yes.
I think we can,” he said as he put his arms around her waist and
pulled her into a hug.

She kissed his
neck and turned to the stove. “What have we here?” she asked,
looking over all of the pots.

“I have something
I need to admit to you,’’ he said, gravely. “I love little
sandwiches.

She looked at him
seriously. “You have my attention.”

He chuckled. “So
tonight, I thought we would have Korean barbecue Bao.”

She giggled. “Oh,
that sounds wonderful! Where did you get this?”

“I was able to
pick up everything I needed at the shops.”

“Wait, are you
telling me that you cooked all of this?”

He pulled out the
rice steamer and took the lid off, revealing the most perfect
steamed Bao buns she’d ever seen.

“Yes,” he said,
somewhat proudly, “I cooked all of this. I’ve been practicing
making the buns for a couple of years, but these have actually
turned out to be the best ones I’ve ever made.” He winked at her.
“Maybe you’re a good luck charm.”

She stared at him
in disbelief. “So, you really didn’t pick this up at a
restaurant?”

He looked at her
and shook his head. “Do you ever cook at home?”

“No,” she said
bluntly, “and even if I did cook something at home, it’s usually
pretty basic. I would never attempt this kind of cuisine at home. I
wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Well, there you
have it,” he chuckled, “Now I have another way to make you happy,
Asian cuisine with fresh ingredients made at home.”

She was very much
beginning to like this arrangement. “Yes, this does make me very
happy,” she smiled, kissing him on the cheek. “I am going to go
wash up for dinner and I’ll be right back.”

Cole watched her
carefully as she took her first bite of the Korean barbecue. “How
is it?” he asked.

“Oh my God, Cole,”
she said, excitedly, “This is delicious! Listen, we need to have a
negotiation.”

“At the dinner
table? Really?”

“Yes,” she said,
“This is really important.” She looked at him with a profoundly
serious expression. “Any time that you would like to cook, you are
welcome to use this kitchen, in its entirety. In exchange for your
meals, I will be happy to clean everything and get you any kitchen
utensils, gadgets, cooking vessels, anything you need. I will
overhaul this whole kitchen if it means having meals like
this.”

He laughed
heartily. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves with a full remodel,
however I would be happy to cook for you whenever you want me to,”
he said smiling at her. “I love doing it.”

“Done!” she said,
“I’ll have a contract drawn up and emailed to you,” she giggled.
“Seriously, we’ll play it by ear, but you know I’m not a good
cook.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “I think it’s pretty amazing
the ways in which we complement each other.”

“What do you
mean?” he asked.

“Well for
instance,” she started, “even though I don’t show it often, you
know that sometimes I struggle with confidence, and you’re always
there trying to help me recognize that I am worthy of love and
encouraging me to love myself. Then when you’re under pressure, I
know you don’t take care of yourself, so I’ll always be there to
help you and make sure that you’re eating or drinking enough water,
all of the necessities that you seem to let go of when you’re
stressed, I’m happy to be there to provide.”

“Fair enough,” he
said carefully. “So, it doesn’t bother you that I do
that?”

“You mean the
forsaking of life’s necessities like sleep and food when you’re
under pressure or hyper focused on work?”

“Yes.”

“Why should that
bother me? Everybody deals with pressure differently. this is just
how you deal with it.”

That’s one demon
silenced. He looked at her pensively,
slightly embarrassed. “And I suppose seeing me lose my temper
doesn’t bother you either…” he trailed off

“It doesn’t change
how I feel about you. Do you think I don’t have a temper?” she
asked. “Do you honestly believe I’ve never lost it with
somebody?”

He thought about
this for a moment. As he looked at her, he could not imagine this
beautiful loving gentle creature ever showing anger. “Well, it’s
not that I think you don’t have a temper. I suppose I think that
you have it under control all of the time.”

“No,” she replied,
“I don’t really have it under control all the time, but I will
remove myself from a situation if I’m feeling far too frustrated. I
talked about this before. I stumble over my words, so I always try
to think about what I’m going to say before I say it but sometimes
I am far too frustrated with the situation to think clearly about
the right thing to say to somebody. I do try to think about the
other person, what kind of day they are having, what they might be
going through, so I try to keep gentle words with people. Then
sometimes I think if they are the ones creating this stressful
situation by either being deliberately ignorant or argumentative, I
am less inclined to think that they’re going through anything so
bad that using some strong words with them would make them
collapse. It’s a balance that’s hard to achieve between trying to
get your needs met and saying everything the right way.”

“I want you to
know I do appreciate what you’ve shared with me,” he said, softly.
“Mason, if I’m being honest, I’m really embarrassed about losing my
temper today and what bothers me the most is that I really wasn’t
embarrassed about losing my temper as much as I didn’t want you to
see it. For me, as I thought about it, that’s a pretty shitty way
to act and feel. I’m not making excuses, this is just
self-examination, but I do think that there’s an extra level of
pressure in this project. I want this to go right because you are
part of it.”

“What,” she said,
“do you not care if it went right if I wasn’t a part of it? If you
were doing this for someone else, would you do less? I have to be
honest; I think I’d lose respect for you if that was the case, but
I also don’t think that’s the case.”

This took him
aback. He hadn’t really thought that he might be applying this
extra pressure to himself. “I think I would do exactly what I’m
doing now, and you know, you’ve given me something to think about.
I do think I’m putting more pressure on myself because you are part of
this.”

“Well, that is
wholly unnecessary,” she said, reassuringly. “Every partner
involved in this project has an expectation of every other partner
based solely on their reputation. That’s all we really have to go
on and even then, we all take it with a grain of salt.” She reached
out and put her hand on his. “Trust me. You are going to outperform
their expectations so relax.”

He smiled at her
gently. “How do you always seem to know what to say…I’m sorry,
Mason.”

“For
what?”

“I’m sorry that
you’re seeing me like this,” he said, softly. “I’m sure of the
things I need to do. I do feel slightly behind because of the
delays. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel slightly
exposed.”

“Cole,” she said,
carefully, “don’t take this the wrong way but I feel there’s
something you’re keeping hidden from me. What are you afraid
of?”

“Honestly,” he
replied, “it’s the very thing that you saw today. Let me back up
for a moment. You know as well as I do relationships come in two
parts and that my relationship with Alessia wasn’t just one-sided.
Yes, we fought. I never struck her, but I did get angry and
sometimes I’d push the buttons that I knew would set her off
instead of trying to talk her down or wait and see what was going
to happen. Sometimes I think I deserved what she did to
me…”

“Oh. Fuck. No. We
are not going to do that,” she said. “Do you think I deserved what
my ex did to me? Even if I pushed all his buttons? Even if I tried
to trigger him so he wouldn’t catch me off-guard?”

“Absolutely
not...why do you never mention his name?”

“Why?”

“Yes. You’ve never
mentioned his name. Why?”

She thought for a
moment. I really never have.
“Maybe because I think it would give him
power.”

“You’re thinking
of demons.”

“Your point
being?” she leveled a silencing stare at him. He swallowed hard as
she continued. “Everyone has a tipping point, Cole. There was no
way I was going to walk into that conversation today and assume
that this is how you were all the time. Everybody has moments. We
can all walk in on each other’s moments. You said you don’t want me
to compare myself to Alessia then we can’t compare this
relationship to either of our pasts.”

“I just don’t want
to bring those things into this relationship,” he said.

“Cole, we all
bring the things that we’ve learned from past relationships into
new relationships,” she countered. “You just don’t bring the pain
or the toxic things, but you do
want to bring what you learned into any
relationships you have going forward.”

“You sound like
Shaun. He’s basically told me the same thing. ‘That what tha calls
baggage is jus’ learnin’,’” he said, imitating Shaun’s
accent.

She giggled.
“That’s pretty good. You should take his advice. He loves you very
much and he’s an exceptionally good friend.”

“He is that,” Cole
said, pausing for a moment. “I do want to say that I’m sorry for
the way I acted today, and I did apologize to Robert. Mason, I
worried all afternoon that you wouldn’t want to see me anymore
after seeing that.”

Mason took a
lengthy pause and fixed him with a deadly stare. She was trying to
not get angry, give him the benefit of the doubt and assume he
misspoke. “There’s a couple ways I could think about that, Cole,”
she said, sternly. “I’m going to be brutally honest with you. That
doesn’t give me a lot of credit for emotional intelligence but I’m
sure that was not your intent. Sometimes I’m afraid too, that I
might do something and then you wouldn’t want me anymore but if I’m
reading this right, we don’t think of each other as a set of
characteristics, some that we value and some we don’t
value.”

“As I said before
at the pub, I don’t like the idea that people have a worth. People
change and the ways in which you love them aren’t based on a given
set of criteria. It’s all very fluid. That’s how I see you. I see
your heart and I see all of the things that you are and all of the
things that are good, not just for me but for the world we live in.
Those things are important to me and anything else doesn’t matter.
When we need to, I know we can work through things
together.”

She took a deep
breath and smiled at him, “Then please don’t forget what I told you
before. I will meet you where you are, and I will accept you
wholly.”

“My darling,” he
said, taking her hand, “your caring nature is a balm for my soul. I
don’t mean to wax rhapsodic but honestly, you have healed more than
you know.”

She giggled.
“Ditto. Let me get this cleaned up.”

After she had the
kitchen cleaned, Mason grabbed a bottle of wine and two glasses and
sat down on the couch next to Cole, who was working on his
laptop.

“So do you know
when you might need to head out?” she asked, hesitantly. She didn’t
want him to leave but she also wanted to prepare herself
too.

“What do you
mean?”

“Like what time
you might need to head back to your hotel. I want to open a bottle
of wine, but I want to make sure we have enough time,” she
replied.

“I’m not going
anywhere tonight,” He grinned at her.

“Wup?” she asked,
hoping she hadn’t heard him incorrectly.

“I’m not going
anywhere,” he said firmly. “I’m coming here after work this week
and I’m thinking of staying the weekend with your permission, of
course.” He saw her expression brightening as he spoke and it
filled him with happiness to know he could please her like this,
that she really desired his company.

Her eyes lit up.
“Yes! Of course, you know that’s fine with me but why the change? I
thought you had your whole room set up as a workspace.”

“I don’t need to
be on site this week,” he said, “and I want to spend the time that
that provides me with you here.”

She opened the
wine and poured both glasses. “Well then I suppose this deserves a
toast to getting to spend this week together.” She couldn’t help
how big she was smiling. She was so thrilled to know she would have
him here, she wanted to jump up and dance.

Looking into her
eyes and seeing that smile that comforted his soul, he felt so
delighted he couldn’t help but giggle. “I suppose this is our first
attempt at playing house,” he laughed, and toasted her
glass.

“It looks that
way,’’ she giggled. “By the way, Jay and Philip have invited us to
a small Christmas party at their house next Tuesday.”

“Christmas
Day?”

“Yep,” she
replied. “It’s in the evening and then I’m working from home the
rest of that week until after New Year’s Day.”

“That sounds
lovely,” he said. “I’m looking forward to it. Black Tie?
Tuxedo?”

She laughed. “It’s
just at their house and it’ll be Jay and Phillip, Ben and his wife,
and you and me, really just the partners and I would say wear
whatever you’re comfortable wearing.”

“Right. Tee shirt
and boxers it is,” he said.

She laughed. “Not
that I would mind,” she winked, pulling on her wine.

As the week went
by, Cole began to feel extremely comfortable and genuinely enjoyed
coming home to Mason every night. They settled into a comfortable
routine that allowed them chances to talk about work and other
things but as the days counted down Mason began to feel more
agitated and nervous not knowing when Cole was going to leave and
go back to his hotel. She tried not to let it show but there were a
few tense moments when she found it difficult to hide her
anxiety.

“Good morning,
darling. It’s time to wake up.” She heard his soft voice, rousing
her from sleep.

“Mmmm, Happy
Christmas,” she said looking up into his eyes. “How long have you
been up?” she asked.

“Long enough to
put the kettle on and make breakfast. Scones and tea and
presents…let’s go!” he said, giggling with a child-like
energy.

She showered and
put on some leggings and a sweatshirt. The house felt warm, and the
smell of orange and cinnamon pervaded the air. She walked out into
the kitchen as Cole was carrying a tray of scones and tea to the
coffee table. She sat cross legged on the couch as he handed her a
cup. The tea was spiced, and she’d never had anything like it
before. It was sweet and she was thoroughly relishing the moment.
She looked out through the windows and could see that some snow had
fallen overnight. The day was overcast, and more snow was expected.
Snow on Christmas day was something she always hoped for, and it
gave her a pleasantly nostalgic feeling.

Cole came over to
her with a small pile of wrapped gifts and placed them on the
coffee table in front of her.

She squinted at
him. “When did these arrive?” she asked, smiling.

He smiled at her.
“It’s really not easy getting anything into this house past your
watchful eye but I did manage a few things.”

As they sat and
opened the gifts they’d got for one another, it occurred to both of
them that meaning was more important than the price or the show.
Cole got her a spa day, some designer hair clips, and a Georg
Jensen watch. He’d wanted her to have a watch that looked like
proper jewelry and the purchase benefitted Saint Jude’s but the
thing she seemed to love the most was the locket and key. It was
heart-shaped with the fins and head of a turtle. There was a place
for a picture inside it, and the purchase of it helped save marine
life. She immediately gave the key to him.

“Are you sure?” he
asked.

“Yes, of course!”
she answered. “You’ve already unlocked my heart so you might as
well keep the key. Oh, Cole, this is fantastic! So, you’ve once
again done something wonderful for me and wonderful for the
animals.”

He carefully
slipped the key onto the chain he wore every day. He smiled at her,
“This really means a lot to me, Mason. I absolutely cherish your
heart. I know that might sound a bit much, but I really do mean
it.”

“It sounds like
something someone with a fridge full of hearts would say,” she
whispered. “Okay time for you to open yours,” She went to the tree
and came back with a small stack of boxes. “Here,” she said
breathlessly.

“Darling, you
didn’t need to,” he said.

“Of course, I
didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t need to do anything. I wanted to
because, as I’ve said before, I want you in my life. I told you,
I’ll keep choosing you. I meant that.”

He leaned over to
kiss her cheek. He thought once again how lucky he was to share
this love…love. Was it?
Maybe.

She got him some
very thoughtful and unique gifts. The friendship lamps were
perfect, and he thought he would definitely enjoy lighting hers up
when they had to be apart. The honeybee cufflinks were meant to
save the bees, just like her wildflowers. The Shift from Komuso was
probably the most interesting as it was a small flute-like device
to relieve anxiety and it was meant to be worn as a necklace. She
had promised to fight his demons with him after all. The last
package caught him off-guard. It was a 16-piece set of Wusthoff
chef’s knives and the coup de gras, the Wusthoff Amici 1814 limited
edition chef’s knife. He looked at her incredulously. “Right, I see
now why you wanted to make the cooking deal,” he laughed. “Christ,
Mason, these are gorgeous,” he said, admiring the 1814.
“Why?”

“I never liked
anyone well enough to give them 16 sharp knives,” she said, her
eyes lit up.

He burst out
laughing, “Really?? Scrooged. That’s rich,” he said, still
laughing, “Why are you like this?” He paused once more to admire
the set. “Mason, I love these. I know I haven’t said, but I have
always wanted a really professional set of knives. This is
amazing!” He leaned over to kiss her. “I love it. I really do.” He
looked into her shining eyes. “Mason, I just…this is just perfect,”
his eyes teared up. “This Christmas is the first one I’ve looked
forward to in a long time and you’ve made it just lovely just being
you and being here. Thank you darling.”

“Ditto,” she said,
“I’ve always loved Christmas but this one is just…so special with
you and I…I don’t know the right words to say but I feel it,” she
laughed.

In the evening
they dressed and headed to Jay and Phillip’s. The gathering was
pleasant, quiet, and Cole once again felt the overwhelming warmth
and welcome as part of Jay and Philip’s family.

Mason and Philip
sat at the dining table, chatting. As the rest of the group sat in
the living room, drinking wine, Ben spoke up, “Cole, how long are
you staying in the US? I know you’re staying for this project but
what then?”

He’d been thinking
about the same question this whole evening. As he watched Mason and
Philip settle into serving everyone, chatting them up, making
everyone feel welcome and comfortable, he was beginning to wonder
if he could ever leave her again. The mere thought of it made his
very soul ache.

“I may need to go
back to London quickly after this project, but I expect that
another project will bring me back here. I’m negotiating working
remotely for my company so I might never need to go back,” he
answered.

“Never? Aren’t you
on a VISA?” Ben asked.

“Dual
citizenship,” Cole answered. “It seemed the easiest thing to do
once my job kept sending me back here.”

“I see. You know
there are a lot of companies here you could work for,” Ben
said.

“Right. I’ve
thought about it, certainly, but I like my boss and they know me.
Not to mention we have a good reputation…”

“Great
reputation,” Mason interjected from across the room.

He smiled at her,
“Right, great reputation in many countries. It would have to be a
really good offer to shift me, and remote work is
necessary.”

Ben considered
this. “I get that. It’s important to work for a company with a good
reputation, not to mention build one. I just hope that you can
stay. You’re a good man. Certainly, good for Mason,” he paused,
smiling. “You and Mason have plans for New Year’s Eve?”

“I think you’d
have to ask her,” Cole chuckled. “Darling, do we have plans for New
Year’s Eve?”

“Yes,” she said,
“Champagne cruise in the harbor.”

Ben’s eyebrows
went up. “Circle-Line? How did you get tickets to that? That sells
out fast.”

“I know a guy,”
she giggled and winked.

“Of course you
do,” Ben laughed. “I swear, Cole, I don’t know how but there’s
hardly a person she doesn’t know in this city.”

Cole laughed, “But
there’s six million people here.”

“Eight, and she
knows all the right ones,” Ben said, chuckling.

Cole looked at him
for a moment and smiled, “Good point,” he said, pulling on his
wine.

Mason came over
and sat next to Cole on the loveseat. “You’d be surprised who you
meet at the pub,” she said, smiling at Cole.

Cole chuckled,
“Yeah, cheeky bartenders, Yorkshire cooks, Vikings, and damsels in
distress. That place is like a children’s fairytale.”

Mason laughed,
“When you put it that way.” Cole put his arm around Mason’s
shoulders, pulling her into him and planted a gentle kiss on her
head. He looked around the room and felt the intimacy and general
bonne homie. This was something he thought he would love to do
every Christmas. It was warm, comforting, and safe, like something
out of a movie but better.
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The week went by,
and Cole was feeling increasingly comfortable at Mason’s. He
settled into a routine, eating regularly, drinking water, and
cooking. His favorite time of day was the evening when they both
put work aside and had dinner together and just talked about
everything from celebrity gossip on page 6 to politics. Wine on the
couch became nearly a nightly thing and he’d expanded their
in-house selection so much that he decided to install a pull-out
wine rack. It was Sunday and Cole was working under the cupboard.
He was lying on his back installing the tracks for the wheels when
Mason walked over to see how he was doing. “You’re pretty handy
there,” Mason said, looking down at him. She knelt down and
straddled him as he lay on the floor. “Mind if I take a look?” she
said, playfully.

He laughed,
looking up at her. “Do you harass all your handymen like
this?”

“Maybe,” she
shrugged.

“Well, I’m not
sure how to tell you this but it’s a little wet down here,” he
said, looking at the side panel. He was worried that there might be
a slight leak in the sink.

“I’ve got
something that’s wet too,” she said, softly.

“Fucking hell,
Mason,” he laughed. “Right, baby girl, up.”

She stood up. He
got up on his knees and looked under the sink. There it was. A
small piece of the sealant was missing. “Looks like a slight leak
under this side of the sink. I think I need some caulk,” he
said.

She laughed, “Oh
come on, too easy. That’s what she said.”

He chuckled,
“Enough, of you. Go sit at the counter.”

She stood behind
him as he was kneeling. “Sorry but I like the view from here.” She
crossed her arms and looked down at him. His head was even with her
hip.

He tipped his head
back to look up at her. “Do you like what you see,
madame?”

“I do,” she said,
running her nails through his hair. He closed his eyes. He loved
this feeling and it started to wind him up. “I might like having
you for a Pet, now and then,” she said.

“What does Madame
want from her Pet today?” he said softly.

“Look at me,” she
said. He opened his eyes. She pulled his head back against her. He
tried to resist closing his eyes, but this felt so intimate, it was
difficult. He wanted to play with her, but he didn’t feel like this
was the right time, yet…he wanted to see where this might
lead.

She looked into
his eyes. This time, instead of outright rejection she saw
indecision. Still, his indecision was clear, and she didn’t want to
press him. “Come on,” she said, stepping back. “You can stand up.
I’m sorry. I was just playing around.”

He stood up and
turned to face her. He took her hands in his and gently kissed her
trembling lips. Pulling away, he locked her gaze with his and he
slowly, deliberately kneeled in front of her, holding his hands
behind him. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked into his
eyes, willing and vulnerable. “What would you have me do for you,
Madame?”

She looked at him
for a long minute. There were multitudes of answers racing through
her mind. She was hyper aware of his closeness, feeling the heat
from his breath through her light skirt. She could smell the cedar
in his cologne mixed with his musky sweat and it was intoxicating.
She reached out and ran her finger gently down the side of his
face. He closed his eyes in response to her tender touch. “Look at
me,” she said, firmly. “Don’t look away again,” she said. She
grabbed a handful of his hair and leaned down close to his face. He
noticed her eyes turning dark. “Since you’re asking,” she growled,
“I could. I could get everything I’ve been wanting from
you…right…now.” She looked down across his body. The print in his
jeans told her he was ready. Her own body had betrayed her control
as she felt a trickle down the inside of her thigh. She let go of
his hair. “But we’re not going to do this, Cole,” she said, gently
straightening his hair with her nails. “Not today. Not right now.”
He closed his eyes and then looked away. He didn’t get up, but he
couldn’t look at her. He ran his hands through his hair and sat
back. “Mason, I’m…I’m sorry.”

“Stand up, Cole,”
she said firmly.

He stood and
looked into her eyes. “I’ve disappointed you. Again,” he
said.

“No,” she said,
taking his hands in hers, “you haven’t...but do not do something
like this just because you think it would please me. You can buy me
flowers even though you don’t feel like it or take me out to dinner
when you’re not hungry or even go see a movie you despise because I
want to see it but please don’t ever do a thing like this if you
don’t want to…and I know you didn’t want to. That would break my
heart.”

As he looked into
her eyes, he was trying hard to read her but all he saw was her
sincerity and love. “That is exactly what I need you to
understand,” he said. He was trembling slightly. “I want this to be
right so that when it’s over, and you’re lying in my arms and we’re
completely spent, euphoric from the love we’ve made, the memories
are sweet. I don’t want any regrets for either of us, although,
thinking about it now,” he paused, tracing her cheek and jawline
with his finger, “I don’t think I’d have had any regrets
today.”

“Cole, I want
you,” she said, softly, “but we’ll find the right time. We don’t
have to force anything.”

He pulled her into
a hug. “Ok, darling,” he said softly, kissing her neck. “Let me
finish this install and I’ll take you to the pub for dinner. We’ll
pick up some caulk on the way home and I’ll fix the sink. Can’t
really use it right now.”

She giggled,
“...that’swhatshesaid.”

Cole laughed,
“Why, Mason?”

As they slid into
their favorite booth at the pub, Cole felt like he was seeing the
place in a whole new light. Everything about this place felt
friendly, familiar, and it was such a foundational part of his
relationship with Mason that it seemed like she was there, even at
times when he came here alone.

“What do you
fancy?” he asked, as he opened the bottle Lacey brought to the
table.

“You know, I’m not
really hungry right now,” Mason said. She looked at Lacey, “Just
the wine for now but can you check back, hon?”

“You bet,” Lacey
said, winking and she walked back toward the bar.

“Darling,” Cole
said, “It’s always so nice to be here with you.”

“You too,” she
smiled sweetly at him and kissed his cheek. “We’re making a lot of
memories right here in this spot. I love that. I love the spirit of
making a place, ‘your’ place, as a couple.”

“I hope I didn’t
upset you today. It wasn’t my intention,” he said.

“No, not at all.
I’m just trying to be sensitive to you. I think maybe I
overstepped.”

“No, sweetheart,
you didn’t,” he said, “I love to play like that. I really do. I
love flirting and such. It’s kind of hard for me to wind up quickly
sometimes but I don’t think it is for you. I just don’t want you to
get frustrated with me.”

“We have a lot
more to us than that,” she said, “You spend an inordinate amount of
time worrying about whether you’re pissing me off so let’s settle
that. You’re not…and if you are, I’ll tell you.”

“That’s just never
been my experience. Honestly Mason, I feel like I don’t know how to
act with someone who’s so damn easy to get along with. You don’t
whinge, you don’t argue, not really, you’re incredibly flexible,
and my dumb ass doesn’t know what to do with you,” he
laughed.

“Maybe just adore
me,” she sighed, “everyone else does,” she paused then broke out
laughing.

He chuckled,
“That’s easy. I already do.” He got a bit more serious. “You know,
if I’m being honest, I wouldn’t have regretted letting you own me
today. I don’t know. At first, I wasn’t sure but there was
something deep down that came to life. Something forgotten that I
think I’d abandoned as useless, this…feeling of intense desire and
complete safety that I just wanted to give myself over to and let
you take me wherever you cared to.”

She slid her
finger down his cheek, “We’ll get to that,” she said softly and
slid her hand around his neck and squeezed gently. He saw her eyes
go dark and dull. Lowering her voice, she leaned in close to his
face and whispered, “And when we do, I’m going to work you until
you can’t remember anything…but my name.” She kissed him lightly
and sat back.

He swallowed hard.
This was a side of her that he had yet to see and now wanted to
explore. He took a deep breath. “Christ, Mason, that
was…unexpected.”

She giggled and
looked at him innocently, “More wine?”

He smiled, “Yes,
if you don’t mind,” he said as he drained his glass, “I think I
need it.”
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“What are you
wearing?” Cole shouted through the door. It was New Year’s Eve, and
he was looking forward to the event Mason had planned. Even with
the limited time they had, they’d done so many of the things the
city had to offer, more than he had in all the years he’d stayed
here. This particular event was an immensely popular one and he was
oddly excited to be among a crowd of party goers to ring in the new
year. He’d visited Maxwell to get a suit done, not quite a tux but
just as sharp. He chose a skinny tie to update the traditional
black suit, the honeybee cufflinks and a gold collar chain for
accents and he was ready. He’d wanted to wear his hair straight,
but Mason had said on many occasions how much she loved his curls,
so he opted for leaving them loose. He’d gone with a black smokey
eye, a pop of silver in the inner corner and black liner, nothing
too dramatic. He remembered what Mason said about looking better
than she did when they went out. He chuckled at the idea that she
thought he would be able to do makeup better than she could but
looking in the mirror right now, he was fairly impressed with the
job he’d done.

He’d taken her
dress shopping, but she didn’t find anything she liked. Yesterday
she told him she’d stopped at Maxwell’s to pick up her dress and he
was surprised. He assumed she’d wear something she already
had.

He walked out into
the living room and was double checking his pockets for his wallet
and keys. He turned toward the hallway and called out. “Darling,
are you about…”

As she walked out
from the hallway, he nearly lost his breath. She was wearing the
most stunning black dress he’d ever seen. Her gorgeous legs looked
even longer in her four-inch red bottoms. She had her hair pinned
up with a few loose, framing tendrils at her temples and the
shimmer on her eyes and cheeks was no match for the glittering
diamond drop earrings hanging elegantly against her tanned neck.
Cole couldn’t believe this was his beautiful, nay, magnificent
woman and she was going to be on his arm tonight.

She saw his
wide-eyed look and smiled, shyly. “What do you think?” she asked,
sheepishly, biting her lower lip.

“Good God, Mason,”
he breathed, “You look absolutely extraordinary. Gorgeous doesn’t
begin to describe how you look tonight. I can’t believe…” he
stopped. He didn’t want to babble or sound patronising or even
lewd.

“I’m so glad you
like it,” she said, softly.

“Where did you
find that dress, m’love? I have never seen anything like it,” he
said, admiring the heavy, woven chain that seemed to hold the dress
together.

“Maxwell found
it,” she said, excitedly, “It’s a Versace Medusa. He found it,
altered it and…oh…isn’t it amazing? Do you think it’s too short,
though?”

He bid her to turn
for him. Maxwell had done an excellent job as always and it was the
perfect fit over her wide, round hips and just the right length.
“My dear, it’s not too short. Maxwell’s done a brilliant job.
Honestly, I’m so impressed with that man,” he said.

She turned to face
him. “I’m so glad you like it.” She was giggling like a little
girl.

He had to laugh
with her. “I love it. My God, Mason, you are stunning tonight.” He
kissed her lips lightly, not wanting to mar her lipstick. She was
positively beaming from head to toe.

The night was cold
but clear and the cruise was smooth. Cole watched as Mason
elegantly crossed the room, coming from the bar, and he felt at
once wary and proud of the heads she turned. She was clearly a
commanding presence among the equally well-dressed people in the
crowd and he noticed she unwittingly drew people to her. Couples
who started up conversations with them were clearly attracted to
her before they saw or met him. The pair went up on the deck and
made their way through the crowd that were dancing to the DJ to the
edge of the deck to get an unobstructed view of the fireworks. He
stood with his arm around her at the rail, looking over the water
at the city.

“I’m so proud to
be here with you,” she said to him, looking into his
eyes.

“Really? Why would
that be? I’m nobody, Mason,” he said.

“You’re my
somebody. That’s all you need to be,” she said.

He blinked,
slowly. Hers. It
sounded so deeply safe to him. At the same time, why did it make
him nervous to hear it? “I feel honoured to hear you say that. You
make me feel as proud as a man could feel, having you on my arm
tonight. Of course, I also feel that same way any time we’re
together, in the pub, or a conference room. I watch the way you
move, the way you speak and I’m incredibly proud to be the one you
come home to, the one who has the privilege of holding you,
touching you, kissing you. I can tell there are others who look at
you a certain way…”

“No, no, they
don’t,” she interrupted, “they really don’t. They just want…you
know.”

“I do know,” he
said, caressing her cheek. “I’m not naive and day on day, it’s hard
for me to believe that you have so many choices of men and women
you could easily be with, but you keep coming back to me.” He shook
his head. “It’s like you’re someone from a dream that the Universe
brought to my life. I feel so deeply grateful to whatever has
brought us together.”

She giggled, “I’m
pretty proud to be the one coming home to you. I know it’s not been
an easy journey for you, Cole. I know you’ve overcome a lot and you
worry that this might not work out,” she tousled his curls, “but I
promise you, I’ve always wanted someone I felt safe with, someone I
could trust, someone I couldn’t get out of my head and thought
about all day, but most of all, someone who would just accept me
for who I am, someone who saw only the things that were truly
important and would help me grow and that’s who you’ve
become.”

“That’s what we
do, right?” he said gently, “We stay. We help each other…” He
paused and looked at her. Her expression told him that he was
missing the point.

“I guess what I
mean, is that it’s easy to become so focused on the things that you
want your partner to change or improve that criticism eventually
becomes the only lens through which you see them…if that makes
sense…and you forget the good things, the important things you
loved about them in the first place. You’ve helped me grow while
only showing me acceptance and love above everything.”

He thought about
this for a moment. He’d certainly wanted Alessia to change her
behaviour too, but he still only ever saw her through the perfect
lens of his love. Even when she left, he still missed only the best
things about her, ignoring the memories of the abusive side of her.
He looked out over the water. “We’re coming into a new year,
darling. I doubt that either of us thought the year would change
like this for us.” He looked back into her eyes, shining,
expectant. “I try not to make promises that only time can prove but
I can assure you that right now, in this moment, I see and cherish
the good in you. I don’t want to forget that.”

She leaned in and
kissed him. “I don’t think I know all of the good in you yet,” she
said, smiling that gorgeous, intoxicating smile, “but I’m looking
forward to finding out.”

The DJ began the
countdown and as the clock struck midnight, Cole laughed as he
watched Mason making it a point to toast with everyone around her
and give them some sort of kind remark or encouragement. She turned
to him with that amazing smile he so loved and suddenly kissed him
hard, and a long smoldering ember suddenly flamed across his soul,
warming him throughout. Tonight, she felt right to him, and he
finally felt whole in her arms. He remembered how he never thought
things would get better, let alone be this good for him and now he
couldn’t fathom how his life could be any better. This night was
more special than just marking the beginning of a made-up calendar.
It was marking for him the beginning of a love like he’d never
known before. As they danced to Auld Lang Syne, he pulled her in
close and she lay her head on his shoulder. He lovingly kissed her
neck and she pulled back slightly to look into his eyes. Suddenly
the crowd disappeared, and it was, to him, as if everyone else in
the world had vanished and she was the only person he could see. He
kissed her tenderly, feeling her deep in his soul like he had never
before. Then, with everything in his heart, he kissed her more
passionately as if trying to convey what he could not put into
words.

When their lips
parted, she smiled at him and winked, “You shouldn’t kiss me like
this unless you mean it like that.”

“Toby Keith,” he
chuckled. “Give me something difficult,” he looked at her as if
seeing her anew. “I do, Mason. I do mean it like that.” A shy smile
crossed her lips and she hugged him close as the song
ended.

“That was
wonderful,” Mason said, as she unlocked her front door.

“It was amazing,”
Cole said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many fireworks.” He
hung his jacket on the coat tree, dropped his cufflinks in the
pocket and headed to the couch to relax.

Mason headed into
the kitchen. “Wine?” she asked.

“I don’t think
so,” Cole chuckled. “I could do with some water.”

She grabbed two
bottles and joined him on the couch. He pulled the throw around him
and beckoned her to sit beside him. She drank about half her bottle
and snuggled up next to him under the blanket.

“What a night!”
she said.

“I really enjoyed
that. Met so many lovely people as well,” he said, unpinning her
hair and running his hands through it, watching it fall loose and
soft around her shoulders. He couldn’t imagine a day when doing
this wouldn’t thrill him. “You know, you seem to draw people to
you.”

“Maybe,” she
shrugged, shaking her hair out. “I do notice that people tend to
gather with me at events like that. I don’t know why,
though.”

“You are fairly
charismatic,” he said. “It’s likely what makes you such a great
salesman. People know goodness when they’re around it.”

She looked up at
him. His scent, his sweet expression, his smile, and the feel of
his body against her was winding her up tight and this closeness,
this night, everything felt right to her. “Cole,” she said,
quietly, “Maybe tonight, I want to be bad.”

“Do you now?” he
said, softly. He looked into her shining azure eyes and there was
no mistaking the wanton desire behind them. Was he ready? He was
feeling her tonight in a way that ran deep and primal. He often
pushed these feelings away but tonight he wanted to savagely
embrace them.

She kissed him,
melting into a passion that she hadn’t expressed before. Her kiss
was hungry and demanding. He returned her eagerness, lying back
onto the couch, spreading his legs, and pulling her on top of him.
He pulled the hem of her dress up, grabbing her bare ass, he pushed
her thick hips between his legs, grinding hard against
her.

“What do you want
from me, Mason?” he asked, breathlessly. “I want to hear you say
it.” Her hair was falling around his face and neck and he could
smell the scent of coconut in her hair and the lavender in her
perfume. It was a heady mix, and it did nothing to turn down the
wicked emotion of this shameless moment.

She stopped,
looking down into his shining eyes. “I want you to run all of this
tonight. Take me anyway you desire. I really want to play with you,
Cole. It’s time.”

He flinched. He
didn’t mean to, but that intrusive demon of doubt emerged in his
eyes...and she saw it.

She paused for a
moment then sat up and looked at him carefully. He sat up too.
“Darling, I…I’m sorry.” He nervously ran his hand through his
hair.

She stood up and
walked slowly over to the hallway entrance. With her back to him,
she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “No, I’m sorry,
Cole…but I can’t do this one more night.” She turned to face
him.

He stood up. “What
do you mean, Mason?” he asked firmly.

“I mean this,” she
said, her frustration rising in her tone. “The teasing, the
buildup, lying next to you, feeling your skin on mine night after
night and…”

“And?” he
interrupted, walking slowly towards her.

She took a deep
breath. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she said, softening her tone. “I
know this is a me thing. I just…I really don’t want you to do
anything you don’t want to.” She watched him walking toward her,
rolling up his sleeves slowly and deliberately. Her heart raced
faster with every click of his dress shoes on the hardwoods as he
approached.

“And I wouldn’t do
anything I didn’t want to,” he said, clearly and evenly. “But you
already know that.”

“Cole, I want you
in my life. I do, with everything in me, honest as I can be right
now. I am also just too wound tonight. I want you so badly I
literally ache.”

“Say it, Mason,”
he locked his gaze with hers and lowered his voice to a growl.
“What? What is it exactly that you want?” He crossed his arms and
waited.

She took a step
toward him, an intensely aggressive look in her darkening eyes. “I
want to do all those things that you said you wanted to do with me.
Like we talked about when you were in London.” She lowered her brow
and took another step toward him. She couldn’t completely control
her quickening breathing. “I want your hands on me, inside me. I
want you inside me, anywhere you want to take me, I want it,” she
said through gritted teeth, “I want you to work me until I can’t
remember my own fucking name.” Her body was shaking, and she tried to keep the
trembling out of her voice. “Wreck me, degrade me, do what you will
but I want it tonight...and…” she stopped. She didn’t want to sound
like she was begging. She felt her ragged, desperate emotions
rising and she wanted to stay in control but looking at him,
feeling him tonight, it was getting hard to do. She had chills just
from watching him roll up his sleeves, absorbing his raw masculine
energy and thinking about feeling his strong, warm body on hers
right now was making it hard to even breathe.

He could barely
keep the utter shock and raw desire out of his expression. He’d
never before had any hint that the indelicate, lecherous woman
before him existed inside his wildest fantasy of who Mason could
ever be. His quivering body flushed with a profound and immediate
need for her. He intensely craved her softness and her passion. He
unrepentantly wanted her, wanted to give himself over to all of the
lurid, depraved things he’d dreamed of doing to her up to now. He
felt himself shiver deep and he had to close his eyes for a moment
in order to gather his thoughts. He looked back at her with an ever
increasingly wicked stare.

“And?” he said as
calmly as possible, never breaking eye contact.

She took a deep
breath to calm her nerves and cocked her brow at him. “I’m going
for a shower,” she said in a clear, decisive tone. “I’m ready for
you. What are you ready for?” Her eyes were so intimidating to him
right now. He swallowed hard but he held her gaze as she continued.
“You can prepare yourself for me or go to your hotel. Because if
you stay in this house without taking me tonight, it will break
me.” Her voice cracked slightly. “If this is just some game to you,
Cole, you should know, it hurts and if you’re only going to hurt
me, you should leave.” She swallowed hard, braced herself and
continued. “This has just been too much. My heart and my body can’t
take it anymore.” She realized she could no longer control her
shaking and she had to stop talking or she was going to lose it.
There were hundreds of emotions, desires, doubts crashing over her.
She was hopelessly drowning in his turbulent ocean of indecision,
and she just wanted it to be over. Steeling herself and fixing him
with a dead stare, unwavering she said, “Decide.” And she
froze.

She wanted him to
stay but she couldn’t take one more frustrating night of being
brought to a sexual high and then dropped, just to cuddle. She was
starving for his more intimate touch. Deep down, the thought of
being left alone tonight made her feel so dreadfully abandoned that
she didn’t know if she’d survive it. Issuing ultimatums also wasn’t
her strong suit and this was a soft one. She still wanted his love
in her life, but she could no longer fight what her body wanted
tonight and if he wasn’t ready, it would be better if he wasn’t
here right now. The words were out, and the tension was thick. She
couldn’t flinch. She was determined to not show any
weakness.

He just stood
still. There was some distance between them, but he could still
hear her ragged breathing she was trying unsuccessfully to control.
He stared into those blue eyes, pupils dilated, flush on her cheek
was likely from an elevated heart rate. Her chest gave away her
increased respiration. He hated how much he knew about the science
of desire. Then again, it protected him, made it less...personal.
He already knew he wanted her, tonight and completely but he
struggled with not knowing if he was strong enough to crawl out of
the pit again if it all went south. Should he walk away, go to his
hotel and take a cold shower, leave this amazing woman he’d become
so very fond of alone in this house, maybe talk about it later?
Should he take on this journey of raw passion and body heat that
lay right before him? He was only somewhat unsure and the blood
pounding in his head from his repressed desire made it hard to
think. He knew he was in for some serious emotional wreckage if he
opened up too soon…and the demon was making one last stand. Like a
devastating wave washing over his mind, he suddenly remembered
every sting, every pain, every heartache, the tortured nights
trying unsuccessfully to sleep on the couch because his bed only
reminded him of Alessia’s absence, the endless stream of days of
living by a schedule, of just drinking water so he wouldn’t die
before he felt better, that early part of the evenings when no one
came home and he just sat, wrapped up in a duvet that had the last
faint scent of her on it and dreaded the night’s inexorable onset,
worse...the haunted memories of passionate touching, holding,
gripping, and caressing, skin on skin that he’d tried to purge and
nearly successfully forgotten, now stood before him, resurrection
in potentia. He had no way of separating sex from emotion once
these bonds had formed and formed, they had with Mason, strong and
now completely inescapable. His mind slipped, a slow blink and his
fear gave way to a fantasy of passion and love and life imagined
with this amazing woman and he knew. He just knew, looking into
those anxious eyes, he couldn’t turn away anymore. Those crystal
blue eyes, her transparent vulnerability at this moment shredded
the last of his emotional defenses. Did she really want everything
he was capable of doing to her? Was she really ready?

His eyes went
dark, and he fixed her with a predatory stare.

“No,” he said
firmly.

Her expression
dropped and she bowed her head, trying to keep the tears from
starting.

“No, my dear. I
won’t prepare myself for you.” He slipped his belt off in one
smooth motion, as he’d done hundreds of times, snapping it as it
cleared the last loop. She flinched hard, looking back at him
wide-eyed, a small gasp escaping her lips as her mouth suddenly
went dry. Now she dared not look away. He quickly and purposefully
closed the distance between them and clamped his hand around her
throat. The raw fear he saw in her eyes in that moment sparked a
black, infernal pleasure in him. Squeezing her neck firmly, he
continued. “You are going to get in the dungeon and prepare yourself for me,”
It was a primal command, guttural and authoritative. “I want you
properly showered, sitting on the edge of the bed waiting. I want
to see a good, clean pet when I get there.” With a demonic grin, he
watched as the shock in her eyes turn into a raw, unchecked desire
to do as he bid her. He brought his lips to her neck, just below
her ear. He tried to keep the tremble from his voice as he spoke to
her softly, “Do you really want to play, Mason? I’ve had a lot of
time to think about the most debauched and depraved things I want
to do to you. Are you sure you want to give me that kind of access?
You better be. I’m going to restrain you tonight, my Pet, tease
you, edge you, watch your beautiful, supple body quiver and writhe
under my touch until you fucking beg me for the release that only I
can give you, yeah?”

She nodded. She
hadn’t ever seen him like this, and she was at once frightened and
thrilled. The pressure on her neck was starting to make her
slightly dizzy. “And if you FUCK with me, I’ll also introduce your
gorgeous skin to my belt, yes?”

“Fuck, yes,” she
quavered. She was getting weak.

He pulled back and
looked into her eyes. They were starting to fade ever so slightly.
He stopped squeezing but kept his hand on her neck. “Right, Pet,”
he kissed her roughly. He pulled back to look into her eyes one
more time, an evil look crossing his face. “Go,” he said. He
released her and she went straightaway to the dungeon.

Her senses were on
fire as she showered, and she resisted touching herself for too
long as she washed up. What the fuck am I
getting into? She’d not only never seen
this side of Cole, but she also would have never guessed he could
behave like this or say the things he said. She dried off and
nervously fitted her collar and harness. She was having a hard time
keeping her hands steady and she tried breathing deep. As she
walked out into the bedroom, she realized she was opening herself
up to not only a night of incredible fantasy but also at least six
months of drinking away the memories if this all crashed and
burned.

She set the
lighting to the slightly harsher blue scheme she liked most and hit
the button on the remote opening the panel behind the bed. She sat
on the edge of the bed facing the door. She couldn’t slow her
breathing much, but she tried. Her mind was exploding with the rush
of what could possibly be in store. How long will it last? Will he
try anything new? She remembered everything she’d said in their
past conversations, and she was ready to give him anything he
wanted tonight.

He showered in the
guest bathroom. She’d been far more receptive to a harder edge than
he thought. His mind was racing through the conversations they’d
had, hard limits, things she said she enjoyed, things he wanted to
do with her, and he had to consciously slow his breathing. He
secured his harness slipped on a pair of black briefs and he was
ready. He was trying to better control his fast-increasing arousal,
but he was finding it tremendously difficult, given the intense
feelings he had developed for her and the buildup of exquisite
tension between them and all of it was now pouring into this night.
He grabbed his belt and walked out and down the hall to the
dungeon. He opened the door.

She was sitting
exactly where he’d asked her to be and the thrill of being gifted
her submission raced through him like a wildfire. She looked more
beautiful than he’d ever seen her, completely naked save for her
harness and collar, her head bowed and her palms up. He hadn’t
asked her to assume this position and it nearly overwhelmed him to
see her like this, giving her submission to him so easily, so
readily, waiting patiently, quietly for his presence. “Well. My
pet. There you are.” He walked over and sat on the bed next to her.
He ran his hand up the back of her neck and grabbed her hair,
pulling her head back slightly. He slipped his arm around her waist
and felt her flinch hard under his touch. He nuzzled her neck,
biting her gently, taking in the scent of her freshly washed,
smooth skin. She always smelled of coconut and lavender and he
found it calming. “A very clean pet, as requested. Good girl,” he
said, letting go of her hair. “Look at me,” he demanded softly. She
slowly and timidly turned and looked into his eyes. He brushed his
hand across her cheek and kissed her lips gently.

He began to
carefully check the fit and comfort of her harness and collar. “We
need to talk my dear,” he said, his eyes gentle. “Our safeword is
‘mercy’. Do you understand?” he asked softly and waited for her
response.

Oh damn.
An overwhelming affection for him filled her heart
and she shivered slightly. He understood. He remembered and she
suddenly felt safer than she ever had.

“‘Mercy,’” she
repeated, “I understand.”

“I won’t hurt you
or do anything you don’t want,” he looked deeply into her liquid
blue eyes and continued, “and if you want me to stop right now, I
will,” he said, deadly serious. “I want you to know that I want
this. I want you and everything this night holds for us,” he
slipped his hand tightly around her waist to embrace her and kissed
her chest. He pulled back, looking into her eyes. “Tell me, my
dear. What do you truly want? I’ll do whatever you say right
now.”

She smiled at him
with a tender warmth. A brand-new feeling of affirmation, of
confidence shot through him, seeing that he was making her happy,
right at this point. It was a surreal moment for him.

“I’m ready,” she
smiled at him softly but confidently. In this tender moment, she
just wanted him, but she wanted him to control her first. He kissed
her on the cheek gently. “Is there anything you don’t want me to
use?”

“I’m fine with
everything we’ve talked about, Cole. I really want to play with you
tonight. I trust you,” she smiled at him gently.

His eyes turned
dark. “Then lay back on the bed, Pet,” he said roughly. “I like to
keep the noise to a minimum,” he said as he grabbed a rope from the
wall. “Do as I say, and I promise I’ll show you how good behaviour
is rewarded.”

He stood up and
looked at her. “Arms up,” he demanded.

As she lay back
and put her arms up, she let her legs fall open. He secured her
wrists with the ropes, then looped them through a quick release
then through the rings attached to the head of the bed frame. “Now
we’ll see if you can move those.”

She gripped them
and pulled hard. “They feel good. Comfortable,” she barely
whispered.

“Short answers,
Pet,” he cautioned. “Good, then you can’t stop me from doing as I
please with your delicious body. You do understand, you’re here for
my pleasure this evening, correct?” The sudden switch drove a fire
through her that felt like it was just under her skin.

“Yes,
Sir.”

“Names,
Pet.”

“I’m sorry. Yes,
Cole.”

“And your
obedience will be rewarded with your pleasure. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, Cole,” she
said softly.

The gentle
willingness in her voice shook him to his core. He took a deep
breath to compose himself as he looked down across her restrained
body. “And what obedience this is, spreading your legs for me,” he
said, admiringly. “Let’s just make sure that doesn’t change,” He
retrieved the spreader bar and secured her ankles in the cuffs,
ensuring he had control. He stepped back, nearly weak with the
sight before him. Her beautiful tan skin was gleaming, slightly wet
with perspiration, her long, beautiful legs secured and spread for
him. She was completely smooth, and when she whimpered slightly,
biting her lower lip, it nearly brought him to his knees.
“Careful,” he said softly but sternly, almost to himself. “I don’t
want to have to gag your beautiful mouth.” He was damn near
shaking. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep
breath. Steady, man. Act like you’ve been
here.

He opened his eyes
and moved to the bottom of the bed. He pushed the spreader back so
that her knees were bent, and she was open to him. He put his knee
between her legs, firmly against her and leaned forward over her.
He slipped a finger into her collar ring, bringing his lips
tantalizingly close to hers, their eyes locked. “You’re such a good
girl,” he said, in a soft growl. She wanted to kiss him deeply, her
lips were trembling uncontrollably. He smiled wickedly at this and
knowing full well what she wanted, he withdrew his lips from their
proximity to hers. He reached up and took the tickler from the
cabinet above the bed and began to trace exceptionally light
caresses down over her body, every contact producing small gasps
and sighs, shakes, and quivers. Her breathing was ragged and deep
and her back arched as she pulled hard against the wrist
restraints. He lightly ran the tickler across her chest, over the
tops of first one breast, then the other. He moved the center of
his palm over her nipple and moved in small circles, enjoying the
sensation of it growing under his touch. He desperately longed to
caress her erect nipple with his tongue and teeth, fill his mouth
with the softness of her breast, but he had to stay focused. She
wanted teasing, and he didn’t want to disappoint. It brought him an
intense pleasure to see her squirm under his touch and even more
pleasure to feel the heat of her skin where he touched
her.

Mason hadn’t ever
been teased like this, gently, yet passionately. He seemed to know
precisely how to touch her, and he was definitely an expert. She
pulled hard at the wrist restraints in an attempt to ease her
building tension and desire, her body arching hard in a vain
attempt to deepen her skin’s contact with his touch. Every tender
caress elicited small uncontrollable whimpers from her throat. She
felt an intense heat and wetness between her legs, and she longed
to close them for some relief, but the exquisite resistance of the
spreader bar and his knee firmly wedged against her only served to
intensify her arousal. She felt like she was barely breathing as it
was. She couldn’t imagine what he had for her next.

He rubbed his palm
firmly across her chest and took her other breast fully into his
grip. He didn’t have small hands, but her breast spilled over, and
he reveled in the feeling of the excess softness. He had fully
balanced himself on the knee that he had driven between her legs
and was grinding ever so lightly against her. She was absolutely
soaked already, and he could feel the heat from her, heat in which
he knew he would ultimately bury himself fully,
gloriously.

She had been
making small, light whimpers but now she outright moaned. She
couldn’t help it. His touch on her skin, like this, in this place
was like an unquenchable flame.

He slapped her
breast, immediately scolding her. “To remind you, your silence is
required and will be rewarded,” he said in a low growl.

She locked eyes
with him, opening her mouth to cry but didn’t make a sound in
response to the sting on her flesh. In his soul, he went weak at
the thought that what he was doing to her had made her feel so much
passion that she had to disobey him. He laid aside the tickler and
ever so lightly slid both of his hands down across her ribcage and
to the sides of her generous waist as she pulled against her
restraints, arching her back, yearning for more from him. He’d held
her many times before this and had always enjoyed feeling the
softness of her figure. Now his eyes and his fingertips took in the
delicate smoothness of every inch of her skin, the very even tan
skin tone, the glistening sweat from her straining as he leaned
down and placed light kisses and tongue flicks across her midriff,
causing her to gasp and writhe. He watched as every muscle flexed
and twitched under his teasing, as he drew from her skin small
trickles of sweat…but she stayed quiet as he’d requested. He
removed his hands from her and before he stood up, he placed small
kisses along the inside of her thighs, eliciting further writhing
from her beautiful body. He had enjoyed being between her legs,
occasionally feeling her thighs brushing against his ribcage as he
moved over her body without hindrance. He wanted to keep her
restrained and tease her further, but he knew that her knees and
shoulders would be hurting from this position and from the pulling
and he didn’t want her to have any numbness. It was time to release
her hands and remove the spreader and let her relax for a
moment.

He slipped the
ropes from the quick release and removed them from her wrists. He
then reached down and unclipped the cuffs. She brought her knees
together, thankful for the reprieve but still wondering what would
happen next as she tried to catch her breath. He’d been quiet as he
released her bindings.

“Well, Pet,” he
said. “You’ve not been too naughty thus far.” She lowered her arms
slowly, and sat up, rubbing her hands and wrists, watching him
carefully to make sure she understood his next instruction. He
kneeled on the bed and began massaging her legs and then her
wrists. Since they hadn’t played together before and he didn’t
intimately know her physiology, he wanted to check on her. “Are you
ok, m’love?” he asked gently, and she nodded. He patted the
mattress at the end of the bed. “Sit Pet,” he said. She moved to
the bottom of the bed and sat still, her hands folded in her lap,
looking up at him. Satisfied that she was feeling good, he stood up
and she froze, not knowing what would happen next. Her eyes locked
into his dark glare. He held her gaze for a long moment. She
swallowed hard.

“I’m sorry,” she
barely whispered. He nearly melted at her trembling figure, but he
deepened his stare so as not to give himself away. He was already
straining the material of his briefs. She had to know the nearly
unbearable effect she was having on him.

His eyes softened.
“Sorry for what, Pet? You’ve been my good girl so far.” She sat
still, staring at him. She was being careful to be as quiet as
possible.

“I want to know
where your edge is,” he said gently. “And I think the only way to
find out is to push you to it. Do you understand?”

She nodded, “Yes,
Sir.”

Even at this
point, he wasn’t able to figure out if she was bratting or
incredibly forgetful, but he had to be consistent.

“Names
Pet. Punishment is going to be meted out for these
continued offenses. Do you want to be punished?”

“No,” she said
quietly, looking up at him. “I don’t want to be
punished.”

“Then why not be
my good girl and listen. Yeah?” He cajoled.

“Yes...Sir,” she
said, looking at him innocently. Her face, completely
unreadable.

“Spread your legs
for me, Pet,” he ordered. She was sitting at the bottom edge of the
bed and leaned back on her elbows and spread her legs. “Slide
back.” He grabbed his belt from the chair. He kept it well
conditioned so that he could slip it quickly from the belt loops on
his pants. Tonight, he was going to introduce this beautifully
submissive creature to its charms.

He walked over to
stand in front of her. She looked up at him.

“Listen carefully
and do as I say. I want you to wet your finger, Pet,” he said,
calmly.

She licked her
middle finger.

“No.” He cracked
the belt across the side of her thigh. She whimpered slightly but
the sting only fueled her desire. She wanted more. “I said, WET
your finger, Pet,”

“Yes Sir,” she
said, looking up at him as she put her finger completely into her
mouth.

“Names, Pet,” he
warned her again, still calm. “Now slide that finger inside
yourself,” he ordered.

She did as she was
told until she couldn’t insert it any further. She was dripping
wet. She started to pull it out and he stopped her with another
slap of his belt on her thigh.

“I didn’t say you
could remove that. You’ll do that when I say,” he paused. “Do you
feel how wet you are?”

“Yes, I do,” she
said.

“You’re such a
good girl for me,” he said gently. “Now, I want you to take that
wet finger and rub your clit,” As she slid her finger up and began
to rub her pearl, he inserted his two middle fingers inside her and
began to slowly work her with a gentle beckoning motion. He could
see how beautifully wet she was and now he could feel it running
over his hand as he felt the slight swelling beginning inside her.
She tipped her head back as her arousal mounted. “Look at me, Pet,”
he said, firmly. As he locked her gaze with his, he tried to remain
composed. He was waiting to see how her face looked, how her body
responded, and how she felt inside when she got close to the
edge.

“Don’t come until
I say you can. You have to ask me,” he growled. “Do you
understand?”

She rubbed her
swollen mound and suddenly felt her orgasm closing in.

“Please…Sir…may
I…?”

“Names, Pet,” he
said, gritting his teeth.

“I’m sorry,” she
said breathlessly. “Please Cole, please. I’m close, please let me
come,” she pleaded with him.

He could feel her
from the inside, clamping around his fingers. Her breathing
accelerated and her skin flushed pink. He memorized the feeling,
her sounds, her movement. He removed his fingers and at the same
time he pushed her hand away. He placed his hand on her stomach and
applied a light pressure, slowing her breathing and bringing her
arousal down. She tried to take deep breaths as she came down but
the pressure on her stomach only allowed for shallow breathing. She
clenched the blanket with her other hand to force some control over
her body. He slid his finger into her mouth, and she licked it
clean.

“Mmmm. That’s so
lovely, Pet,” he murmured softly, as he pulled his finger from her
mouth. “Don’t you think so?”

“Yes, Sir,” she
said, holding her head up looking him straight in his
eye.

He looked at her
under his brow. “Don’t even think
I haven’t tamed a brat before, m’love,” he said
fiercely. “That’s. One,” he said evenly, staring her down until he
saw her swallow hard and put her head down. “Now…I want to taste
you,” he said as he reached down between her legs. She tried to
close them, but he brought the belt to bear again, this time across
the opposite thigh.

“Don’t!” he
growled at her from a primal place in his being. “You don’t close
your legs against me,” he said sharply.

“I’m sorry, Cole.
I’m sorry. Of course,” she whimpered.

She spread her
legs again. She was so incredibly sensitive now that his touch was
nearly painful, yet she yearned to get back to that place he had
refused her. He inserted those two fingers again, and as he
repeated the beckoning motion, he again felt the rush of wetness
covering his hand. He brought his fingers to his mouth. “Mmmm, you
taste delicious, my gorgeous little Pet.”

He put his knee
firmly between her legs and leaned over her.

“I want you to
taste yourself,” he said and kissed her roughly and deeply. Her
tongue entwined with his. She rimmed his lips as she often did when
he kissed her like this. He’d never experienced that, and he
relished the lush feeling of it.

“Do you taste
yourself, Pet,” he asked, as he pulled slightly away from her
lips.

“Yes,” she said,
hoarsely “but I’ve always liked the taste of pussy
anyway.”

“Mmmm but nothing
tastes like your own, knowing you were told to taste it,” he
whispered. His intensity was overcoming her as he kissed her again.
“I want to feel you one more time, Pet,” he murmured.

He inserted first
one then two fingers into her and rubbed her pearl until he felt
her tremble and that familiar clench around his fingers. She could
no longer stay quiet and moaned loudly. She would take her chances
with her punishment.

“Please, Sir.
Please let me come this time,” she begged, arching her
back.

“Ah, ah, ah. Let’s
not get ahead of ourselves, my dear,” he punched the last two
words, firmly through gritted teeth and thrust his fingers into
her, roughly. She moaned again. She couldn’t help it. She wanted
his touch inside her so desperately and it had been so awfully long
since she’d felt any hand but her own.

She was close but
once again he removed his hand, and she felt the belt snap against
her thigh. It startled her and she cried out. The pain was
exquisite, and it immediately brought her arousal down again. She
was now feeling his intensity on a higher level.

“What did I say
about the noise?” he said sternly, standing back from the bed. “And
that’s two.” She looked down between her spread legs, breathing
heavily. He stood there glaring at her with dangerous, dark eyes.
No hint of the warm hazel green. These eyes were dark, hooded,
intense, predatory.

She closed her
eyes and whispered, “I’m sorry, Sir.” Tears were starting to roll
down her face and she was trying to catch her breath. She looked
back at him, and he was examining her between her legs and her
backside.

“Sorry indeed,” he
said, cocking his eyebrow. “And that’s three...what to do…” He
suddenly remembered how good she looked, bent over the counter at
the clothiers the night they met. He’d thought since about how
round she was and how delightfully satisfying spanking her would
be. Now, how lucky fate had delivered his desire this evening. He
walked over to the end of the bed.

“Sit up, Pet,” he
ordered. She sat up but didn’t look up to meet his gaze. She took a
deep breath and tried to relax. He gently tipped her head up to
look at him. He saw the tears streaming down over her face and his
eyes softened. He cupped her cheek.

“Are you ok to
continue, darling?” he said quietly

She smiled gently
at him, “Yes,” she said softly.

“Are you sure,” he
said.

“I promise you,
I’m ok.”

“Ok, darling,” He
leaned down to kiss her deeply and softly.

He stood up and
his eyes went dark again. “Stand up, Pet,” he commanded
her.

She stood before
him, weak and trembling. He tilted her face up to his and brought
his mouth close to hers. She leaned in to kiss him, but he slipped
a finger through her choker ring and jerked down.

“No, Pet,” he said
firmly. Once again, he tilted her face up to his and brought his
mouth close.

“I’ve told you,
warned you, about the honorifics. Do you remember?”

She
nodded.

“Clearly, I need
to drive the point home. I want you to get on your knees, on that
bed and face away from me. I want your beautiful round ass in the
air. Do you understand?”

“I do,” she
answered. She was shaking nearly uncontrollably at this point. Her
lips trembled. She was soaking wet, running down between her legs
and she wasn’t sure she could take much more of his relentless
teasing without some release.

She turned around
and got on all fours on the bed, facing the wall. He pushed down
firmly between her shoulders, and she crossed her arms and lowered
her head. She wasn’t sure what he was going to do but she needed
all of it.

He snapped his
belt and doubled it as he was taking in everything around him. The
blinds open as if to invite the world to see them, the unsettling
lighting, the ethereal music with no drive, just endless loops, and
the sight of her, like this, in this delicious position, before
him. He couldn’t hide that he was hard and throbbing under the
material of his briefs. He got behind her, placing one hand on the
small of her back. He brought the belt across her skin. She
flinched and yelped slightly. He rubbed her skin firmly to extend
the sting and brought the belt across her again. He leaned forward
to whisper in her ear, “No more moaning, my dear. It’s distracting.
I’d like to see more control. We’re going to try this again, Pet.
Remember. You’re going to ask me if you can come. Maybe this time
if you beg me, say my name, like a good girl, I’ll let
you,” he said quietly but intensely. He slid three fingers into her
from behind and began to work her as he moved to the side of the
bed and reached his other hand around to rub her button. She was
climbing faster this time. Having both of his hands between her
legs was an exquisite pleasure and pain. He worked her until he
felt her clenching, her breathing quickening again and her soft
whimpers.

“Please, Cole,
FUCK! Please let me come,” she pleaded with him, crying.

“No, Pet,” he said
firmly, and he took his hands from her, placing one on the small of
her back and pressing down gently. He snatched up the belt and
brought it across her ass again with the other hand.

“FUCK,” she cried
out as she wept openly, coming down once again. She was finding it
nearly impossible to control her body. She choked on her own cries
and still she wanted more from him. “Please, Cole,” she begged,
breathlessly, “Please, please let me come, baby, please, I need you
inside me,” her tears flowed freely.

“Easy, Pet. Deep
breath. You will, my dear,” he said evenly then, leaning in he
whispered in her ear, “but only when I’m ready.”

She moaned with
pleasure in anticipation of having his hands on her once more. He
brushed her hair back with his hand and saw her tears. “Sit back,
m’love,” he whispered. He moved behind her and gently pulled her
hips back so she could kneel and relax as he massaged her back. He
took in this whole scene, her exhaustion, her tears. His own
intensity was overwhelming him, and he wearily closed his eyes for
a moment. He moved around to the side of the bed, softly brushed
her hair back, turned her tear-soaked face to him and said,
gently,

“Mercy.”

His voice caught
in his throat. He lowered his head, shaking it to try and clear
this raw and ragged emotion. He suddenly realized he didn’t want to
go any further with this scene. He looked back at her to make sure
she was ok as he leaned shaken on the side of the bed.

She lowered
herself to her side, facing him, and she reached up to touch his
face. Her breathing was heavy, and she was trying to slow it, but
she was choking on her own tears. He closed his eyes, leaned into
her palm, and began to weep. He shook his head and stood up,
looking past her, out through the window, he ran a trembling hand
through his hair. She sat up to look at him. He was so quiet, and
she wasn’t sure what had happened.

“Cole?” she said,
shivering. The room suddenly felt a little cold. She stood up to
face him.

She reached out
once again and cupped his tear-stained cheek. He dropped the belt.
He reached up to place his hand over hers on his face. Her caress
felt so deeply comforting that he couldn’t let go of her. He ran
his other hand down the side of her hip and pulled her into him. He
tangled his hand in her hair and held her head to his chest. He was
overwhelmed by the high emotion in this scene. The ease with which
she had given herself over to him filled him with a profound
affection for her and he literally couldn’t find the correct frame
of mind to speak at this moment. She put her arms around his neck
and stayed still in his embrace.

The emotions
running through her as she listened to his pounding heartbeat were
so jumbled. Had she done something wrong? Did he want to leave? Was
this all too soon? All of the doubts welled up inside her and
nearly brought her to tears again.

He just wanted to
feel her against him fully, her naked body on his. He held her
close until his breathing slowed as did hers.

“Darling, are you
ok?” He needed to know she wasn’t hurt.

“I’m fine, really,
I promise I am, Cole,” she said softly. She pulled away and looked
up at him, brushing back a stray curl from his damp forehead with
her fingertips. “Can you tell me what’s wrong? Are you ok? Are you
hurt?”

He felt
embarrassed that he hadn’t lived up to finishing this scene but, in
her arms, right now, none of it mattered. The emotions had become
too powerful, and he was afraid he’d gone too far with
her.

“Come on,
sweetheart” she said, unbuckling and removing his harness. She took
off her collar and harness as well and dropped everything to the
floor next to the bed. She grabbed the remote and brought up the
lights.

He shook his head
to clear it for a moment. “Thank you, m’love. I’m not hurt. I’m ok.
Sit for me. Please,” he said, and he sat beside her.

She was relieved
that he seemed to be himself again, but she still wasn’t sure what
had happened. She turned slightly to face him, looking into his
eyes. She shivered in the coldness of the room, but she was also
shaking uncontrollably from the adrenaline and worst of all, her
fear of him leaving was beginning to creep into her
mind.

Seeing her
condition, he took a blanket from the chest and put it around her.
“Mason…I can’t do this with you,” he said gently, “As much as you
might want to play, right now, I can’t go any further and I’m so,
so sorry.”

A tear leaked from
her eye, betraying her pain. “No, Cole, I’m sorry. Maybe we’re just
not...meant...meant to…” she trailed off. If she kept going, it
would hurt too much. She was sure he was going to leave her, again,
stranded, abandoned, worst of all, this sounded like
forever.

“Meant to what?”
Cole tried to lift her face to look at her. He cleared his throat.
“Look at me, Mason,” he said firmly.

She slowly looked
up to meet his gaze. Her eyes were shining, filled with tears, yet
unwept.

Cole looked
confused. “I’m not going anywhere.” She looked so profoundly
relieved, and it suddenly clicked with him what she must have been
thinking, that he was going to leave her, again, like the many
nights before. “Oh, God, Mason no,” he pulled her to him, and she
let out a small cry. He thought about what he’d said and how it
must have sounded to her. He pulled away and she looked up at him,
tears leaking over her face.

“Christ, I’m
sorry, dearest. I told you I was thick,” he smiled at her, warmly.
“I’m so sorry.” He gently wiped her tears with his hand. “I’m only
saying that I feel something for you, something that runs so deeply
in my spirit that I just can’t play these kinds of games with you,
not right now, not this night.” He kissed her softly on the
forehead. “I don’t want to take you like that,” he whispered
against her quivering skin.

She wasn’t sure
what was going to happen next but hearing him say that gave her
deep shivers. She felt confused, frustrated, yet still incredibly
aroused by him. “What do you want, Cole? What are we doing right
now?” she asked, wiping her tears away.

He caressed her
cheek, her blue eyes gone grey behind her tears. He hadn’t set out
to make her cry, but he couldn’t deny her emotional state was
arousing to him. He considered how loving she’d been to him and how
willingly she’d given her body to him to do with as he pleased. He
leaned in and gently kissed her neck, placing small nibbles all the
way up to her ear and whispered, “I’m not done with you yet, my
darling.” She whimpered lightly as he slowly kissed her neck. He
pulled away from her and stood up. “Come here,” he said, taking her
hand and leading her out of that chaotic room, down the hall to
their bedroom. This quiet, peaceful, familiar room would do so much
better for what he really wanted tonight. He turned on the lights
but immediately dimmed them. The sky outside was just beginning to
turn a light purple and he realized that they’d been up the entire
night. He walked over and pulled the drapes. He wasn’t ready for
the dawn. He had so many more things he wanted to do with her, so
much more he wanted to give.

“Come on, m’love,”
he said lightly, “Up on the bed. Be a good girl,” he cajoled. He
grabbed his phone, plugged it into the aux and put on a list of
songs that he’d compiled that reminded him of her. He turned around
to look at her, lying on her side, head propped up looking at him
with that endearing shy smile. She had one leg draped over the
other. He felt an intense happiness in that he was able to
genuinely smile at her. No game, no scene, no denying her or
himself now. He could freely tell her anything and
everything.

“You look
delicious, my dear,” he lowered his voice slightly and raised one
brow. “What a good girl you’ve been. Honestly, I owe you a
tremendous debt tonight and with everything inside me, I want to
pay,” He laid down to face her in the same manner and playfully
traced a line down her jaw and across her chest.

She smiled that
huge, beautiful smile he loved so. The urgency she’d felt earlier
had been replaced by an intense desire to slowly draw their passion
from each other. “No, Honey, you don’t owe me anything. You’ve made
me feel so good tonight, really. I enjoyed everything we’ve done so
far. Now, I want to return the favor.” She ran her nails lightly
down the side of his neck and across his shoulder. As she did so,
he turned onto his back and pulled her under his arm. He kissed the
top of her head, the smell of her hair mingling with the raw scent
of their combined pheromones hanging heavy in the room. Between
that and the feel of her soft, naked body and smooth skin next to
his, he was already winding up. He thought back to the many nights
he’d held her close like this, deliberately suppressing his
arousal. Tonight, by contrast he reveled in the anticipation of
exploring her body and finally becoming one with her in this
way.

She traced light
caresses across his chest. She’d wanted to touch him intimately
like this for so long and tonight she felt honored to be able to
freely explore him. Tracing her nails across his chest and down
over his stomach, she felt him shiver.

“Christ, that
feels good,” he whispered.

She sat up and
looked at him as she ran her nails back up over his chest. “Does
it?” she smiled.

He looked up at
her, another chill racing through him. “Yes, oh yes,” he
whispered.

She leaned down to
kiss him fully and passionately. He pushed himself up on one elbow
and slid his hand up the back of her neck, grabbing a handful of
her hair. Pulling her head back gently, he kissed her neck and
across her throat, biting her softly as he went. She moaned quietly
and small cries escaped her lips.

“What do you want
from me tonight, Mason?” he asked as he continued kissing her neck.
“I want to give you anything, everything, my darling.”

She couldn’t
think. She couldn’t answer as her body flushed and shuddered under
his firm touch and warm, eager kisses. She took a deep breath and
pulled away from him. “Let me show you. Sit up for me.”

He sat up and she
pulled him into another full, deep kiss. She then put several
pillows behind him against the headboard. “Lean back and get
comfortable,” she ordered him. He eased himself back against the
pillows as she moved to kneel between his legs. He looked back at
her, his eyes wide and his body aching for her touch. “Reach back,
Honey. Can you grab the headboard?” she asked as she slipped her
fingers under the waistband of his briefs. He reached behind him
and found he could easily grab the top of the headboard.

“Yes,” he said
softly.

“Good,” she said,
freeing him from his briefs. “You might need that,” she said,
looking up at him wantonly. There was something nearly demonic in
her expression. He gasped under her touch, closing his eyes, and
tipping his head back. “Cole,” she said sharply. He looked back at
her as she was running her nails gently across his hips and down
between his legs.

“Yes, m’love,” he
said, looking into her wanting eyes and trying to catch his
breath.

“Can you see the
mirror on the dresser behind me?” she asked.

He’d never
understood the odd angle of this mirror until this moment when he
saw her round ass, her full, swollen lips peeking out from under,
and her head going down between his legs. He was shivering nearly
uncontrollably at her every caress and now he had this delicious
visual accompaniment. He clenched his jaw, putting his head back
and gripping the headboard hard to try and stop the
shaking.

“Don’t fight it,
baby,” she growled. “Just let it happen,” He looked back down into
her azure eyes, the feeling of her skin on his unrelentingly
driving his arousal higher. She smiled up at him as she moved up to
lay her full, warm breasts on either side of his hardness. He felt
like he might explode but when she felt him throbbing against her
chest, she reached up to his shoulders and dug her nails into his
skin, bringing him just enough pain to come down. His back arched
hard and a helpless cry emerged from his throat. She eased up and
gently ran her nails down across his chest as she continued placing
kisses down across his stomach, running her nails once more lightly
across his hips and between his legs. He was breathing hard as he
watched her hips moving back toward the mirror, exposing every part
of her that he yearned to touch and taste.

This was the one
thing she loved to do most and something she had longed to do for
him. With her hand she cupped his balls, feeling them beginning to
tighten. Wetting her hand with her tongue, she wrapped her hand
around and slowly began to stroke him as she put one in her warm,
wet mouth, feeling his body slowly arch as she ran her tongue
around first one, then taking the other one into her mouth and
completely wetting them both with her tongue. She was getting
wetter, hearing his moans and she wanted more access to him, but
she wasn’t sure if he would allow it.

She ran her tongue
the length of him and took just his tip into her mouth and released
him. “Cole,” she said softly.

“Yes, my love,” he
said. She looked at him until he met her gaze. She moved up between
his legs to his lips, pressing into a full, passionate kiss. He put
his arms around her, running his nails down her back as their
tongues entwined. She whimpered into his mouth and arched her back
against the pain, but she didn’t want him to stop. She brought her
legs on either side of him and once she had straddled him, she sat
back. She could feel his hard length against her wet lips, and she
slid slightly against him.

“Do you like
that?” she said. Looking down into his eyes, biting her
lip.

“Yes, Mason, Fuck,
yes, I do,” he practically whimpered, running his hands firmly down
across her waist and under her hips.

She leaned over
him, letting her hair fall around his face and her breasts pressed
against his chest. “I know what I want from you,” she
said.

“What is it, my
love?” he whispered. “I’ll give you anything.” His mind was trying
to stay calm, but his body wanted to feel her from inside and he
couldn’t refrain from thrusting his hips under her.

She leaned on one
arm and put her other hand around his throat, squeezing just
slightly. “Stop,” she said, firmly. “Be still, Honey.” He gasped
and she saw a fragment of fear race across his eyes. “Easy, Honey,”
she said softly as she noticed his eyes fading slightly.

“Right. Unh…I’m
sorry, darling,” he said, his voice raspy and his breathing ragged
but he stopped thrusting and stayed still. He could feel her
wetness running freely over him and the temptation to take her
right now was nearly overwhelming. The buildup to this moment was
running through his mind in full color, the energy of every moment
that he’d stopped himself before was firing into this night that
he’d waited so patiently for. He was trying to remember that he
wanted to tease her, taste her completely before taking her and
that would require some restraint. He steadied his breathing and
looked up into her eyes. “What do you want from me?”

She looked into
his shining eyes, willing and wanton, his guard completely dropped
for her. She suddenly felt a great responsibility to protect his
fragile heart. He’d laid bare his greatest vulnerability for her at
this moment and she wanted nothing more than to assure him that he
could fully trust her with himself. “Did you like what I was doing
with my mouth?” she asked.

“Fuck, yes. Yes, I
did,” he moaned.

“I want to do that
again, but I want…more access to you. Do you understand and do you
trust me?”

He froze for a
second and looked at her, realizing what she was asking of him.
“I…I’ve never…” he whispered.

“I have,” she said
quietly, with a gentle smile, “and I would really enjoy doing that
to you. Would you like to try it?”

He looked at her
closely, brushing back her hair with his hand. She was a giver. He
knew she was an unselfish person but as many times as he’d imagined
all of the things, he’d like to do to bring her the pleasure she
deserved, he never imagined how much her own generosity might
extend to the bedroom. He closed his eyes, “Oh, Mason,” he said
softly.

“Do you?” she
asked.

He looked back
into her eyes. “Yes,” he barely whispered it.

She kissed him
once again, deep, and passionately. “Spread your legs, honey,” she
said softly.

As he did so, she
moved back down to kneel between them. “Bring your knees up, baby,”
she said, gently. Hearing her voice say these words so sweetly made
his whole body shiver. She reached under his hips, pulling them
forward and spreading him until he was completely open to her. He
looked into the mirror, once more seeing her head buried between
his legs and at the same time, he felt her mouth engulf him. She
pulled away from him, swirling her tongue around him as she went.
He was rock hard, and his balls were drawn up tight with his
exquisite arousal. She wet one finger well and began to slowly rub
his opening as she licked and stroked his shaft. She could feel him
slightly flinch and pull back. “Relax, sweetheart,” she said. “I
promise this is going to feel good.” Her words nearly made him come
at that moment but his years of practice of self-control helped him
hold back. She felt the wetness at his tip with her hand and took
the tip of him into her mouth as she continued to slowly circle and
stroke him, wetting him as she needed to. She continued to massage
him until she felt him give in to her and relax. She eagerly licked
her way down until finally gently licking his opening with her
tongue and fully kissing him there. She slowly but firmly stroked
his shaft as she worked with her mouth to relax him
further.

Her tongue and
mouth on him in this place were driving him nearly insane. He’d
never felt pleasure like this before and the intense moans she was
bringing from him were now completely uncontrolled. He was gripping
the headboard with a strength that came from deep within him as he
spread his legs farther apart in response to her. When he finally
relaxed, she drove her tongue into him as deeply as she could,
craving the musky taste of him. She hungrily ran her tongue around
just inside of him as she continued stroking his cock, using his
precum to wet him as she continued her deep exploration.

He lost his
breath, choking on his own moans as her tongue brought his arousal
higher and he watched the entire scene unfold in the mirror. He dug
his fingers into the back of the headboard, the pain allowing him
some control against the intense pleasure she was giving him. She
felt him tightening as she pulled her tongue out of him, reveling
in the wetness and taste of him. He reached down and grabbed the
back of her head. “Come here, my love. I want to taste your mouth,”
he moaned the request. She once again quickly straddled him as he
wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her hips to him. He
looked into her eyes. He could see that she was truly satisfied
that she’d brought him so much pleasure. Her face was wet and as he
pulled her into a deep and hungry kiss, he eagerly licked around
her mouth, cleaning her face of his own musk. “Christ, Mason, I
want to be inside you right now.” He groaned. She reached down to
guide him into her, but he stopped her hand. “No, no, no, my love,”
he said softly, kissing her again. “You’re so incredibly wet. I
need to taste you, have you, kiss you fully between your
legs.”

She nearly came
from hearing his words in his sultry voice, but the edging session
had helped her now maintain control. “Oh, baby,” she moaned,
dragging the words. “I need that too.”

“Here darling,” he
said, moving from under her. “Please sit back here, get
comfortable,”

She sat back
against the headboard and bent her knees as he grabbed a bottle of
water from the nightstand. His mouth had gone dry and that just
wouldn’t work for what he was anticipating doing to her. He knelt
in front of her, gently rubbing his hands over the length of her
beautiful legs. He placed his hands on her knees and spread her
legs. He placed kisses all the way down the insides of her thighs
as he lay down between them and wrapped his arms around. He could
see she was soaking wet and the scent and warmth of her here was
exhilarating to him. He thought back to the first night he’d laid
his head on her ample lap and how much he’d desired to do this
then. Every fantasy since then was culminating now in this one
glorious, tender moment. Her bare lips spread before him, he was
nearly overcome with the thought that this was her gift to him and
his honour to love her like this. He kissed her, just above her
lips, then gently slid his tongue downward across her pearl. He
heard her gasp and grab the headboard and felt her shiver as she
squirmed under his tongue. He wanted to taste every part of her,
licking her folds and lips eagerly, his face becoming drenched with
her essence. As he ravaged her with his mouth, moaning from his own
pleasure, she couldn’t resist trying to arch her hips, but he held
her firmly against his mouth, eventually finding her opening, warm
and inviting to him. He thrust his tongue inside her as far as it
would go and not far enough for his own liking. She ground her hips
against him, spreading her legs wider to give him deeper access to
her. He took his time, teasing her pearl, and drawing more wetness
and unrestrained cries from her. Finally, he spread her further in
order to return the pleasure she’d given him. He inserted two
fingers into her, beckoning as he’d done before, as he licked her
small opening. He heard her take a deliberate deep breath and felt
her relax under his tongue. He pushed into her, feeling her almost
pulling him inside. He slowly moved his tongue around inside her,
feeling her body quiver. He began to feel her clenching around his
thrusting fingers, and he heard her breath catch as she grabbed the
headboard again. He pulled away from her and placed his hand on her
stomach, exerting a firm pressure to calm her. She began to take
short breaths again.

“Cole, please, I
need you inside me. Please, honey. I need to feel you completely
fill me.” She frantically pleaded with him.

He raised up on
his knees to stretch his back then gently pulled her wide,
beautifully full hips to him. “Easy, darling. Easy. Relax. Lay down
my sweet,” he said, softly. Placing himself between her lips, his
tip against her hard pearl, he lay down on top of her to cleave his
body to hers. She reached up to bring his lips to hers in a
passionate, hungry kiss as he rubbed himself between her folds. She
arched her hips against him as she felt her arousal mounting
again.

He pulled away
from her and looked down into her eyes. She lovingly looked up at
him and she saw the gentle, affectionate smile cross his lips. He
moved his hand down. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes, Cole. Yes,
I’m alright.” She smiled at him sweetly, biting her lower
lip.

He kissed her
again, feeling the soft caress of her tongue against his. “I’m
ready, my love. I’m ready to take you now. Are you ready for me?”
He whispered.

“Yes,” she moaned
softly. “I’m ready, honey.”

“Look at me,” he
said, softly. He moved his tip down slightly against her opening.
He pushed her leg out and up to spread her a little more as he
slowly eased himself into her. She felt warm, wet, and welcoming to
him as if he’d found his home. He lost himself in her eyes as he
watched her breath catch, her neck arch, and a tear fall. He stayed
still inside her, imprinting this moment on his memory. She pressed
her body upwards against his, yearning to feel his full weight on
her. He looked down across her beautiful, glistening body to where
he could see himself inside her. He closed his eyes, allowing the
comforting feeling of having her like this wash over him. He slowly
began to move inside her and as he did, she matched his slow,
grinding rhythm. She placed her hands on his hips, pulling him into
her with each thrust. He moved his hand to rub her pearl as he
stroked inside her with increasing intensity. He listened to her
cries mingled with his own passionate moaning and it only served to
fuel his raw desire for her. She reached one hand down between them
to caress and cup him underneath. When she touched him there, he
felt his body moving closer to his edge. She felt her own orgasm
closing in around her as an ocean washing over sand. He felt the
now familiar clamping of her around him and it pushed him
further.

“Oh Cole, I’m
coming, please don’t stop me, please,” she begged through clenched
teeth. Her breath caught and she stopped breathing.

“That’s it
darling,” he said softly. “Please come for me. I want to watch you
come.” He felt a release within her, and a pulsing around him that
made it impossible for him to hold back any longer.

As her breathing
returned hard and fast and her release kept coming in waves, he
emptied himself into her, the warmth of their mingled essence
flooding over him. This moment, this feeling was the thing he
yearned to share with only her. She pulled him down onto her
completely, pressing her lips to his, melting into a warm, wet
kiss. They stayed still, joined together, until they could both
breathe again. He immersed himself in the feel of her softness, her
body, her light caresses, and the soft, quiet moans she made as her
ecstasy subsided. Her sweet willingness to open herself so deeply
to him made him feel fully and finally accepted by her. She lost
herself in his feral scent, his deep moans and primal growls, the
weight of him on her body gave her a sense of quiet comfort and
safety and she slowly and lightly ran her nails across his back as
she held him. Finally, he rolled to the side gently pulling out of
her. “Darling, my love, that was glorious.”

She sighed deeply.
“Yes, honey, it was. I think we both really needed and wanted
that.”

“Sharing that with
you is a privilege and an honor. You’ve given me a gift I don’t
take lightly, m’love,” he said softly, reaching up to caress her
cheek. “You are fast becoming my universe.”

“That was my
honor, sweetheart. I feel so humbled that you gave that gift to me.
It’s very precious.” She reached up to wipe away the tears he
didn’t know he’d cried. “You’ve been my everything for a while
now,” she giggled. “I win.”

He smiled and
pulled her under his arm. She pulled the duvet over them and
settled into him. As she listened to his breathing slowing down and
settling into a steady rhythm, she relaxed into the afterglow of
the love she felt so deeply for him.

When Cole woke up
it was nearly noon. The events of the night before and the early
morning were still swirling vividly through his mind. As he thought
about how she’d given herself to him so willingly, he began to feel
an intense protectiveness over her. He always knew he’d never be
able to completely leave her alone. She had been too close to him
and knew a lot. At this time, however, he felt more responsible
than ever for taking care of her heart, guarding her trust. He
turned on his side and pulled her in closer to him, wrapping his
arm around her waist. The feel of her against him had never before
felt so perfect and he’d never felt so relaxed.

Mason pushed her
hips back against him, half awake. She could feel him conformed to
her body and this sleepy sensuous moment seemed to completely
permeate her spirit. She was in no mood to leave the bed as long as
he was in it.

“Mmm, I’m usually
waking up alone,” she murmured, arching her back, turning her face
to him. He leaned over and kissed her neck. “This feels like the
first time I’ve ever laid next to you,” he said softly, kissing her
cheek.

She turned to face
him, and he pushed himself up on his elbow. He just took her in,
fresh faced, no makeup, hair tousled and tangled around her
shoulders. She was beautiful in the darkness with the faint bit of
light that insisted on sneaking in around the blackout drapes.
“Ditto,” she said. “Are you ok, Cole?” she asked.

He smiled a sleepy
smile at her, “I am. I’m wonderful right now. How are you feeling?”
he said, tracing a finger down over her cheek.

She smiled that
huge smile at him that had so become the balm for his soul. “I feel
good, honey. I do. I don’t want to leave this bed,” she
said.

He raised his
brows and smiled. “Really? Just never leave the bed,” he leaned in
and kissed her lips lightly.

“Never,” she
giggled. “Just stay here in your arms, I don’t need anything
else.”

He closed his eyes
for a moment. He couldn’t stop the instinct to never let these
kinds of things go to his heart. He had to think for a minute, try
to accept what she was saying but it wouldn’t sink in. Mentally he
shook it off. It’ll come. Just be
patient. He looked back into her eyes. “I
must look terrible,” he said, running his hands through his hair.
“My curls never…” he looked back at her. The look on her face said
once again, he’d missed the point. “Wup?”

“Ya kinda left me
hanging there,” she said. “I mean, it’s…what’s going on, hon?” she
cupped his face with her hand, and he leaned into her palm. This
had to be the best, safest feeling he ever had. When she touched
him like this his spirit became peaceful and his mind
cleared.

“Mason, I honestly
don’t know what to say at this moment,” he said. “Last night was
amazing. I haven’t felt so close or connected to anyone like that
and if I’m being honest, I thought I’d be less afraid of settling
into you. I can’t explain why this morning I want to take you all
over again and at the same time, terrified I’m going to fuck this
up if I go any further…” He saw the hurt in her eyes. “I’m sorry,
Darling, it’s not my intention to upset you. I should have stayed
quiet…”

“No,” she said,
“no you shouldn’t have. I’m glad you shared that with me. Cole,
you’re a good man. You’re good to me. You don’t have to be perfect
or always say the ‘right’ thing. It would be unreasonable of me to
expect that.”

“What do you
mean,” he asked. “I don’t want you to lose faith in me. I care for
you, Mason, deeply. I’m not going anywhere.”

She smiled, “Cole,
here’s a newsflash. You’re going to let me down at some point.
Here’s some more good news. I’m going to let you down. It’s a
function of being human.”

“Have I let you
down this morning,” he said, softly.

“Hell no,” she
giggled softly, “but it doesn’t make any sense to worry about
fucking this up when it’s a given that we’re never going to get
everything right one hundred percent of the time. Take the pressure
off yourself. It’s all linear. Just take it a day at a time, moment
by moment.”

He adored the way
she seemed to speak directly to his demons and quiet them. He
leaned in and kissed her forehead softly, “Thank you,” he
whispered, pulling back he looked into those eyes that seemed to
understand him in ways he didn’t. “So right now, at this moment,
I’d like to get up and make you breakfast,” he said.

“I would very much
like that,” she giggled.


CHAPTER
30

The short days of
January felt to Cole like being in constant darkness. His only
respite was the occasional warm night when he could see Mason and
stay over. It became frustrating and he missed her terribly when he
had to stay at the hotel. The stress began to wear on him by the
time Valentine’s Day rolled around. He took the Friday off so he
could make a nice dinner for her. As he perused the shops for
everything he needed, he began to think about taking the next steps
with her. His frustration with having to “visit” her was pushing
him. She deserved better but he wasn’t sure if he was ready to
stay.

“Roses, wine,
lamb, arborio…yes, risotto,” he mumbled as he shopped. He gathered
everything and drove out to the house. He turned the key in the
door and walked in. The lights were down and there was soft music
playing. He set the groceries on the counter and hung up his coat.
“Mason!” he called out.

“Yes, honey,” she
called out from the back room.

His whole body
shivered. She was in the dungeon. He wished with everything inside
of him that he was in a better mood. He wished he could be that guy
who eagerly ran to see what lasciviousness possibly awaited but he
never would be.

“Darling,” he
smiled as he looked down the hallway and she emerged from the room,
closing the door behind her. She was wearing light, flowing harem
pants and a loose blouse. With her hair down, she looked like an
angel. He smiled and held out his arms as she ran to him. He caught
her and picked her up, holding her tightly as she wrapped her arms
and legs around him. “I missed you,” she whispered in his ear, and
she kissed his neck.

He slipped his
arms down under her bottom, “I missed you too, darling,” he said,
kissing her lips lightly.

He let her down
gently and she looked at the counter. “Oooh, what have we here?”
she walked over, looking through the sacks. “Lamb?” her brows went
up. “Why, good, kind sir, whatever have I done to deserve such a
feast.”

He laughed as he
walked up next to her. “My dear, you have been an oasis for me
these past weeks and I want to show you how much I care and how
grateful I am for your presence in my life,” he slipped his arm
around her waist.

“Aw, I’m happy to
be part of your life,” she said, “I want to be...” She trailed off,
looking into his eyes, expectantly.

He looked at her
helplessly. He knew that she wanted to go deeper but at this stage,
he felt like so much was standing in his way, least of all his
doubt. He leaned in and kissed her forehead, letting his lips
linger on her soft skin. “You are,” he whispered. “Trust
me.”

Even as she spoke
the words, she yearned to be his in some permanent way. Dare she
even hope for marriage at some point? No, but she wouldn’t be
averse to some indication of permanency. Since New Year’s Eve he’d
pulled back again, and she didn’t know what to do or feel. He
seemed to still intensely want to be with her when he could but at
times, he seemed distant, and she couldn’t read him. Tonight,
though, was a night for love and she was looking forward to
whatever he’d planned. She hugged him close. He slid his hand up
behind her and pulled her head back for a deep kiss, a habit of his
that she was beginning to greatly enjoy.

“Mason, maybe
dinner can wait?” he said, gripping her behind and pushing her into
him.

“What do you want
to do, Cole?” she said softly, looking up at him from under her
lashes.

This look always
melted him and tonight he was ready to give into it. He took a deep
breath. He wanted to drag this out a bit. “Seems like it’d be warm
enough for the hot tub, what do you think?”

Her eyes lit up.
“Yes, I would love to do that! Let me turn on the heater and get
changed.”

He sank down into
the hot water and waited for her to come out. The night was
relatively warm, but it wasn’t exactly balmy, and he shivered when
he dropped his robe onto the chair before getting in. The steam
rose from the tub, and he relaxed completely as he sat down, barely
able to see anything beyond, like an inadvertent sensory
deprivation experience. He closed his eyes for what seemed like
only a moment and when he opened them, she stood before him, at the
edge of the tub, opening her robe.

She shivered as
she dropped it onto the chair with a couple of towels. “It’s
chilly,” she said, giggling as she got into the hot water. “Ohhhh,
this feels good though,” she sighed as she sat opposite
him.

He smiled back at
her, taking in her beautiful voluptuous figure which she had
carefully packed into a gorgeous bathing suit with a v down
to…there. He yearned to touch her, hold her in this place but he
wanted to deliberately delay it and let the moment play out.
“Darling, you look stunning,” he said.

A shy smile
crossed her face. “Thank you. You don’t look too bad yourself,” she
said, winking at him. “Is the water warm enough?” she
asked.

He laughed. She
was so easygoing and so concerned. “Yes, it is,” he said, “but you
know, it’s not perfect.”

She looked at him
concerned. “What do you need, honey?” she asked.

He lowered his
brow slightly and fixed her with his predatory stare. “You, here,
on my lap, now,” he said.

She audibly gasped
and then giggled, “Right away,” she said and moved over to him. She
straddled him, resting her knees on the ledge where he was sitting.
Her soft, full breasts sat in the water right beneath his chin and
he planted a tender kiss on each one. She sighed and tipped her
head back as he traced his tongue down between them and back up to
kiss her neck, biting her gently before she leaned in to kiss him
fully, passionately, rimming his lips as was her wont.

The chilly night
air swirled around them, stinging their skin as the hot water below
warmed their bodies and fueled their mounting desire. Cole slipped
his fingers under the straps of her suit and pulled them off her
shoulders. He gripped her breasts, one in each hand as he slid his
hands down to tease and pinch her nipples, eliciting small cries
from her. She leaned in to kiss him once again, wrapping her arms
around his neck and when their lips parted, he took her breast into
his mouth, his tongue teasing her, his teeth nipping at her, first
one then moving onto the other. He wanted to tease her body as he
indulged himself in the delicious feeling of her gentle writhing
against him. His arousal was growing, and she could feel it. She
pushed closer to him, grinding herself against the bulge in his
suit. She settled into a slow and steady grind as she looked into
his eyes, watching his emotion wash over his expression with each
thrust.

He closed his
eyes, wanting to feel nothing else but her body against his, her
skin on his, her weight on him, the warmth between her legs against
his hardness. He was unexpectedly coming close to his edge. He
opened his eyes and suddenly put his hand around her neck and
squeezed gently.

“Stop. Please, sweetheart. Stop. Stop moving,” he whispered
hoarsely, quickly, and intensely.

She stopped
grinding against him and looked into his eyes. She couldn’t speak.
His grip was tighter than usual. She tried to relax but she felt
the dizziness and euphoria closing in. He relaxed his grip as he
tried to catch his breath. She put a firm hand on his chest and
applied a slight pressure to help him come down. “Easy,” she said.
“Go easy, Cole.”

His breathing
slowed and he blinked slowly. He eased his grip on her completely
and leaned into a deep kiss. “I’m sorry. I…wasn’t…I
didn’t…”

“What now?” she
asked softly. “What do you want to do?” Her eyes were like deep
blue diamonds, sparkling in the amber glow of the tub
lights.

I want to fuck
you, he thought but dared not say. He kept
that quite coarse phrase to himself. He moved her away from him and
sat her on his knees. “I…I want to take this inside. I want your
complete and undivided attention tonight. Over everything else, I
want your eyes on me. I want you to learn how much I need you to
listen to me when I ask you to, yeah?”

“Yes, Sir,” she
said with an innocent, wide-eyed look.

“Oh, Mason,” he
said in a disappointed tone, “You know. You know I don’t like that,
don’t you?”

“Don’t like what,
Cole?” she said, looking into his eyes intently.

“Bitch,” he
muttered as he pulled the straps of her suit back up onto her
shoulders, tucking her breasts in. “Mason, I want you to go get a
collar on. Nothing else. When I come into the room, I expect you to
be kneeling at the end of the bed, palms up, waiting, like a good
girl. Do you understand?”

“Cole, kneeling on
the floor…it really hurts my back. I’m sorry…”

“No, darling, I’m
sorry. I should have realised,” he said. “Would kneeling on the end
of the bed be ok for you?”

“Yes, Sir,” she
said, bowing her head.

He closed his eyes
in a slow blink. “That’s one,” he growled and grabbed her hair,
pulling her head up roughly.

She kept her eyes
closed tightly.

“Look at me,” he
hissed. She opened her eyes to lock with his intense, dark gaze. He
softened his stare and said quietly, “Go now, Pet. Do as you’re
told.”

She turned and
exited the pool, drying off and slipping into her robe. He watched
as she walked back to the house, shivering a fair amount. He stood
and breathed deep the gathering chill of the night air. He could
barely contain his excitement at what lay ahead for him. He stepped
out of the pool and grabbed a towel to dry off. The chill was
seeping inside him, and he was going to need some way to make sure
they were both warm enough before they started.

He knew he’d
always think about her first, her happiness, her comfort and he
wanted to be the only one to see to that. From the first night
where he felt strangely protective of her until this night, she had
gradually become his responsibility, his charge…his. She owned his
heart, his body, his soul, and he wanted to own her as well. As he
walked back into the house, he felt the worry and fear and his
perceived obstacles fade away. As he headed into their bedroom to
change, he turned up the heat in the dungeon. He wanted to feel her
body sweat on his skin. His base instincts were quickly taking over
him. He fastened his collar, grabbed his belt, and headed back the
hall to the dungeon.

When he entered
the room, he saw her, as requested, kneeling on the bed, head down
and palms up. He walked over to stand in front of her.

“Eyes up here,” he
said.

As she lifted her
eyes, she saw that he was wearing nothing, save for a collar. She
wasn’t sure if it was the heat of the room or her own desire, but
she suddenly felt a burning heat course through her. She trembled
slightly as she continued to lift her gaze up across his beautiful
body. She knew she’d never tire of seeing him like this, feeling
the quivers of deep desire for him, wanting to express her love for
him in this most intimate way. She craved touching him, but he had
only commanded her to look at him. She looked up into his eyes, her
palms still up on her knees.

He lost himself in
her azure eyes and went weak in his soul for her. She was here
before him, laid bare, willing, wanting, his for the taking and he
would own her tonight.

“That’s a good
Pet,” he said, brushing her hair back. He could smell the lavender
and coconut mixed with the faint scent of chlorine and sweat. It
was a potent combination, and it served to only increase his desire
for her.

“Our safeword is
Mercy, sweetheart,” he said. “Do you understand?”

“Yes. Mercy,” she
repeated.

“Good. Are you ok
to begin?” he asked.

Yes, Cole. I’m
ready,” she replied.

“Look at me,” he
commanded. “It’s really important that you’re able to push out any
distraction, Pet and focus on me. Even when it’s
difficult.”

“Yes, Sir,” she
said, her gaze never leaving his.

He closed his
eyes. Fuck this bratting.
“That’s three,” he said sharply, his expression
suddenly turning angry and sinister.

“But…that’s only
two!” she said, shaking. He watched the fear run across her
face. If she’s acting, she’s doing a damn
good job.

He looped a finger
through the ring on her collar and jerked it up close to him until
her lips were mere inches from his. “I decide when I’ve had enough
of your shit, you little bitch,” he said through gritted
teeth.

She swallowed
hard. “What are you going to do?” she asked, shaking.

“You mean what are
YOU going to do? Turn around and present your ass to
me.”

“But you said I
should have eyes on you,” she stammered, “You said.”

He released the
ring. “I know what the fuck I said!” He nearly shouted at her. He
took a deep breath and said evenly, “and I said, turn around and
present your ass to me.”

She took a deep
breath and slowly turned her back to him.

“Down on your
elbows, Pet. I want your head on your hands. I can’t see your
pretty little cunt in this position.”

“You said my
ass…”

He grabbed her
hair from behind, “Shut up! Shut up, my little bitch.” He brought
the belt across her backside.

She gasped and put
her head down as he had asked. He took a moment to look her over.
She seemed calm enough and her body wasn’t shaking too
much.

“Are you ok,
Mason?” he asked, calmly.

“Yes. I am,” she
answered, her voice shaking slightly.

He rubbed her skin
where he’d brought the belt across. The round softness of this part
of her body was something his whole body craved constantly in many
ways. Having his hands on her was winding him up quickly. He
slipped his hand between her legs and inside her. He felt her
wetness run down over his hand.

“Oh, Pet you’re so
very wet for me,” he said.

“Yes, Sir,” she
said.

He brought the
belt across her once again. “Why? Why do you insist on this?” he
said.

“I’m sorry,” she
said quietly.

“Move forward,
Pet. I want to get behind you,” he said.

As she moved
forward, the anticipation of what he might be about to do surged
through her mind and her body fully quaked.

He saw her shake
and felt immediately humbled that he could excite her like this.
He’d wanted to take her like this since the first night in the
clothier but now he would go slowly and enjoy her in this
position.

He dropped the
belt to the floor and kneeled on the bed behind her. He slid his
hands down across her waist and her back to relax her. He was
already feeling his edge, but he had practiced for years
controlling himself in moments like these. Still, with her it was
difficult. He smacked her ass once and gripped her hip tightly on
one side. “Since you insist on acting like a cunt, you won’t mind
me taking yours.”

“Please take me,”
she begged, “Please, I need to feel you inside me.”

Her begging was
pushing him closer. He guided himself inside her. He stopped moving
for just a moment to feel her warmth and wetness around him and try
to gain some control. She tried to thrust back against
him.

He smacked her
again, harder. “Stop, you little cunt,” he growled. He bent over
her, placing two fingers in her mouth, and turning her head toward
him. “I’ll take you in my time.” She turned her head to try to look
at him. He removed his hand from her mouth and wrapped it in her
hair. “That’s a good little cunt. Looking at me. Eyes on me, even
when it’s difficult. I think you’re beginning to
understand.”

“Yes, I
understand,” she said weakly. She was aching to feel him moving
inside her. The longer he waited the harder it became for her to
stay still.

He held her hip
and her hair, feeling her small moves against him and he reveled in
the knowledge that she wanted him like this, inside her, filling
her. He began to move, thrusting slowly but forcefully into her.
The sight of the flesh on her hips moving with him in this position
was deeply satisfying and arousing and he enjoyed seeing the
results of his work. He reached around her hip and slid one finger
then two down across her hard little pearl. As he thrust into her,
he rubbed her, feeling her contract around him with every stroke.
He began to feel the familiar clenching inside her. He removed his
hand from her and making one last thrust deep into her, he firmly
pushed down on her back. “My, my, we have a hair trigger tonight,”
he said.

“I’m sorry,” she
said, tears beginning to run down her face. She was close to her
edge and was finding it hard to come down.

“That’s a good
girl,” he said, softly. He hadn’t taken her as hard as he wanted
to. He was still unsure how much her back could take. He pulled out
of her, easing her hips back onto her legs.

“Relax your back,
darling,” he said. “Are you still, ok?”

“Yes. I’m ok,” she
said weakly.

He stayed behind
her, massaging her back. He wasn’t completely sure if she could
continue. At that moment she got up on all fours and arched her
back to stretch it. She sat back, kneeling and he pulled her back
against him, holding her for a moment. He didn’t want to take her
out of the scene, but he deeply enjoyed this bit of tenderness as
she relaxed her muscles. His hands caressed her large, heavy
breasts and he delighted in the fullness of her soft curves as she
sensuously molded her body to his.

He whispered into
her ear. “My good girl, you feel amazing to me. Do you want to keep
going?”

“Yes, Sir,” she
giggled.

He smiled.
“Fucking hell, Pet. Right. I want you to kneel on the end of the
bed again, eyes on me. Do you understand? Watching me.”

She looked back at
him over her shoulder. “Yes, I understand.”

Cole got off the
bed and reached down to pick up his belt. He walked over to sit in
the chair across from her as she knelt at the bottom of the bed. He
unabashedly spread his legs so she could see him, so she could see
everything she did to him, how hard he was, how much he needed to
be one with her.

She was kneeling
on the bed, looking at him, as ordered. She held his gaze, his
desire a flame playing across his eyes with wild abandon. She
looked down across his body, shimmering with sweat. She wanted to
take him all in, his hardness, his size. She could nearly taste him
now. Her mouth was watering, and she unconsciously licked her
lips.

The sudden snap of
his belt cut the air.

“My eyes are up
here, Pet.” He growled.

She flinched.
Swallowing hard, she quickly looked back into his eyes. She was
openly trembling with desire. She couldn’t stop and didn’t want to.
She let her eyes drop again.

“WHY? Why must you
be such a bad girl? I give you a simple task and yet you seem
incapable of just fucking doing it,” he hissed at her.

“I’m sorry,” she
whispered quietly, looking back into his brooding stare. “I want to
obey you. I do,” She offered softly.

Christ.
He thought he was going to come right then, and he
considered how new it was for him that he stayed so close to his
edge every time he was with her like this. He blinked slowly, took
a deep breath, then he said, “Maybe you’ve not understood that I’m
the only one you’re supposed to be obeying. Ever. Come
here.”

She walked over
and stood in front of him. Her swollen mound directly in front of
his face. The inside of her thighs wet from his thrusting inside
her, bringing her to her limits. He wanted to once again bury his
face in her, but this was a…teachable moment.

Without looking up
he growled, “Kneel, Pet.”

She knelt in front
of him, looking up into his eyes.

“Look at you. What
a disobedient little slut I have.” He leaned forward and slipped a
finger through her collar ring and pulled her face close to his.
“Do you remember what I told you?” He snarled.

“Yes,” she
answered, her eyes staying locked with his.

“Then WHY is it so
difficult for you to obey. You know good behaviour is
rewarded...well. Do you not want...,”

“Yes,” she
interrupted.

“QUIET!” he
growled at her. “Again! Why?” He snapped the belt across her ass
and the backs of her legs. She flinched slightly; her mouth opened
in a cry that caught in her throat, but she kept her eyes locked on
him. “The simplest request. Be quiet and look. At. Me.” He dropped
the ring. She looked down at the floor then slowly back up at
him.

“I’m sorry,” she
whispered.

She could feel the
heat coming from between his legs and his full, hardness was close
enough to taste. She tried to swallow again. She wanted so badly to
wrap her lips around him and take him deep into her throat, but she
held his gaze.

He recognized that
look. She was, he realized, a woman who profoundly enjoyed giving
pleasure to a man. She’d honed her talent to a nearly supernatural
ability to bring him to his emotional knees when she took him in
her mouth. She knew every spot that would drive him to the edge and
exactly when to stop and bring him back. He couldn’t imagine who
the fuck taught her this shit, but he didn’t care. He was reaping
the harvest of the poor bastard. He sat back and spread his legs,
rubbing his hand across his forehead. He looked down at her. She
was still staring at him, wide eyed. He cocked his head to the side
and leveled a predatory stare at her.

“Is Pet
hungry?” FUCK! He
couldn’t fight those blue eyes drawing his soul into
her.

“Yes,” she smiled
at him and squirmed a little, her eyes twinkled.

“Go on, then,” he
said softly, laying his head back on the chair, resigning himself
to her gifts.

She took him in
her wet mouth, softly, allowing her excess saliva to properly wet
his entire shaft. She brought her hand up to grip him, firmly but
not too much so. As she slid him past the back of her throat, she
closed her eyes and relished the feel of him filling her mouth and
as she repeatedly, slowly slid her lips the full length of his
shaft. He shuddered and tensed up. As he did, she felt a warmth
inside her, knowing she could bring this pleasure to him, these
moans from him. She slowly slid her tongue down to lick, suck, and
savor the taste of his balls, while continuing her slow pumping of
his thick shaft. She reached down with her hand and placed first
one of his feet on the chair edge, then the other. She pushed his
legs apart further so she could gain access to that delightful,
sensitive place she so desired to taste. Still working him with her
hand, she buried her face deep, rimming and inserting her tongue
into him. She loved his musky smell and taste, the throbbing,
making him harder still, and most of all, the uncontrolled moans
that came from him when she did this sank deep into her, increasing
her desire to go further just to please him.

He tangled his
hand in her hair, pulling at the back of it. He knew he had to stop
her soon but the things she was doing to him brought him such an
immense amount of fulfillment, he hesitated. He wanted to linger
just a little longer...“Mason, darling, stop honey, please,” he
pulled her head away. He looked down at her face, covered in her
own saliva. He pulled her from her knees, into him. As she rose, he
slipped his hands around her ample thighs and guided her to
straddle his lap. He licked all the wetness from her face and
deeply kissed her, hungry for the inside of her mouth, craving the
taste of them both together. He pulled away from their kiss and
looked deep into her eyes.

“It’s time,” he
said, “to make you mine…” he took a breath to continue but she put
her hand over his mouth.

“Mercy,” she
said.

He stopped,
looking up at her face, her hair falling around him, onto his
shoulders. He was trying to read what she was feeling. Looking into
her eyes, he could see her desire like an open flame, so why did
she stop?

“I can’t play with
that,” her words catching in her throat, her eyes suddenly dark. He
could see just the faintest hint of sadness or was it fear?

She took a deep
breath. She had to tell him before she went any further. She
couldn’t keep this in any longer and she wasn’t going to play this
game, only to have everything cast aside as “just a
scene”.

“I want so badly
to be yours, Cole, to really belong to you. I just can’t ‘play’
that role and I can’t pretend I don’t feel like this tomorrow when
this scene is over.”

He looked at her
in shock, not honestly believing the words she was saying. They
felt the same way. He was going to own her, make her his, tonight.
It felt right to finally tell her how he’d been feeling, how much
he’d grown to care for her, that he wasn’t going anywhere, that she
could rely on him to be everything she needed or at least he wanted
to try, and he was absolutely clear on this. He looked deeply into
her eyes, expectant and willing. He pulled her head down to his
shoulder. He could feel the two of them, pressed together between
their legs. He wanted to take her right now, but he clearly
understood her need for this to not happen here, in this context.
He pulled back from her and she looked into his eyes, waiting,
trying to read him. He felt like an open book at this
moment.

“Are you ok?” he
asked. “Do you feel alright, any pain or numbness,
m’love?”

“No,” she smiled
at him. “I’m ok.”

“Come on then. Be
a good girl and stand up for me.” As she slid from his lap, he
nearly gasped at the sensations, physically and emotionally, that
were burning through him. He took her hand and led her down the
hall to their room. This was the room where they always shared
their deepest love, where they gave to each other willingly,
honestly, without reservation or instruction. He dimmed the lights
and put on music.

She was sat on the
end of the bed, waiting, watching him. She wasn’t sure if he was
ready for this if he understood...Her thoughts trailed
off.

He walked over to
her and brushed her hair back from her face.

“Stand up for me,”
he said. When she did, he began to remove her collar. “You’re such
a good girl, my good girl. I want you in your most natural state.”
He took his own collar off and laid it all aside.

“Come on, now. Up
you go.” As she moved up on the bed to lay her head on the pillows,
he watched. Her long legs were always a beautiful sight to
him.

“Spread your legs,
dearest. I want to lay between your gorgeous thighs,” he cajoled
with that crooked smile she loved so very much.

As she spread her
legs, he took in everything, the mood, the lighting, the music, the
sight of her smoothness, most of all, her comforting, easy smile.
He then moved to lay himself between her legs, fully pressing
himself onto her.

He propped himself
up on one elbow and looked into her eyes. He brought his lips to
hers in a deep, soulful kiss, tasting her mouth and tongue
fully.

“I want to make
you mine, Mason,” he said in a soft, ragged whisper, “Only mine. I
want to be the first thing you think of each day, and the last
thing you think of before you sleep. I want to be everything you
need, your helper, your comfort. I want more than just calling you
‘baby’ or ‘darling’. He smiled at her before he went on, “I want
you to wear a title greater than that,” his voice fell to barely a
whisper, ‘‘The most important title I want you to bear is ‘mine’. I
want to be the one you trust, the one you run to, the shoulder you
cry on, the joy you crave. I want to own your heart, Mason,” he
said with a deep intensity. He could see tears coming into her
eyes. He hoped they were happy ones. “Will you?” he continued
softly. He wanted to possess her in a way that wasn’t exclusively
physical.

Mason’s eyes were
now filled with tears. She could barely process everything he’d
said. At this moment, she couldn’t imagine any touch but his. She
couldn’t envision her life without him, and she craved his
attention, his heart, his love.

“Yes, Cole,” she
said softly.

“I love you,
Mason. I do. I love you and I want this love to be ours alone,”
Cole whispered as he brushed her hair back. He looked deep into
those blue eyes and hoped he’d hear her say...

“I love you, Cole.
It’s deeper than that and I don’t have words for what I feel for
you and how much I want to belong to you. I love your body, yes,
but I love your heart, your tenderness, your spirit, everything
that makes you you. I love all of that.” Her voice caught in her
throat along with all the emotion welling up in her soul. She was
rambling again, and she had to catch her breath. He put his finger
to her lips and smiled at her. He felt relief, fear, comfort, and
peace all at once. He brushed his finger across her cheek and then
slid his hand around her neck, as was his wont, and kissed her
slowly, passionately.

As he did, he felt
himself getting hard again. It was a gradual heat from his chest
that spread across his stomach and down between his legs. He
desperately wanted to be inside her but before he completely took
her, he wanted to pleasure her as sweetly as she’d done for him in
the dungeon. He began placing kisses down across her neck and
collarbone. He knelt between her legs as he continued kissing her
across her chest. He slowly licked the top of her breast with small
flicks of his tongue, then down until he reached her nipple. He
took her nipple and as much as he could, her breast into his mouth
and he gasped slightly as she arched her back, moaning with
pleasure. He adored the full, soft feeling of her breasts in his
hands and on his lips. He loved how soft she was around her waist,
her hips, and her thighs. The feel of her against his body was his
own personal heaven. He placed light kisses down across her stomach
as she tangled her hands in his hair.

She was inside a
euphoria that she’d never felt before. Every caress made her
tremble. Every one of Cole’s kisses made her skin flutter. Her
whole body was on fire and even his gentlest touch was like a raw
flame. His kisses and those flicks of his tongue sent deep chills
through her being. When he took her breast into his mouth, she felt
the sweet tenderness of his movements, his hand caressing her
breast and nipple, the way he gently blew on her skin after licking
her other breast, and his near worship of her filled her heart with
a deep affection. “Love” was a too casual word for what she felt
for him.

He kissed her just
above her mound and he started dragging his tongue down into the
folds of her bare, smooth lips. She arched her back as he gently
flicked her pearl. He put one arm under each of her thighs,
simultaneously spreading them and pulling her softness closer to
his face. The heat that came from this part of her was something he
relished, and he felt very privileged to be able to bring out from
her. Mason gripped his hair and pulled him further into her. She
didn’t want to be insistent, and she tried to be gentle. Cole
sensed her restraint and wished she wouldn’t hold back. He was
deeply enjoying licking every part of her, pulling, biting, sucking
every inch of flesh, never neglecting a flick over her
pearl.

Mason was moaning
and crying, arching her back nearly uncontrollably and she nearly
couldn’t bear the intensity of the sensations she was experiencing.
The chills she felt were entire body shivers and those came in
waves she couldn’t predict. She was at the mercy of his nearly
surreal ability to tease the edges of her orgasm, bringing them
closer then pulling them away before they dared to envelop her, and
he could exhaust her one minute then bring her back to the brink
again the next.

From the sounds
she was making and her erratic breathing, Cole was sure she was
close. She was soaking wet, and he enjoyed the taste of her as he
drove his tongue deep into her. He desperately wished he could put
more of his tongue inside to feel her clenching. He just wanted to
stay in this warm, deliciousness forever. This was her physical
response to him, yes, but he knew, he just knew in his heart this
response was born out of her love for him and this moment of loving
her and experiencing her love perfectly filled the last recesses of
his brokenness.

He pulled away
from her softness. She was steadily reaching her hips for him. She
sat up slightly and whispered, “I want to taste you...and me,” and
she pulled his face to hers, licking her wetness from his face and
lips, kissing him hungrily.

He pulled away
from her mouth softly. He leaned onto one arm and put his other
hand on her chest, applying a firm pressure to slow her passion and
bring their energy together. She laid her head back against the bed
and he just stared lovingly into her eyes, taking this moment in.
He slowly brought his hips close to hers, leaning in close to her
and as he filled her mouth with his tongue, he easily slid into
her. He stayed still, lost in this feeling of her wet mouth and her
wet heat. She stayed still for a beat, rimming the inside of his
lips with her tongue, then slowly, barely perceptibly, began to
move her hips against him. He began to move inside her, no hard
thrusting, just a slow, steady grind. He moved his body on top of
her and slid his hands down behind her hips and under her backside.
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He couldn’t hold her
closer than this. He was locked in a timeless kiss with her, arms
around her, his hands pulling her hips into him. He started to feel
the familiar clenching inside her around his shaft and he knew from
her quickened breathing and the sounds she was making, she was
getting close...and knowing that, brought him to his edge. He
buried his face in her neck.

“Come with me,
Mason,” he growled his guttural request. “Come with me,” he was
begging her through ragged breaths.

She couldn’t hold
back any longer. Having him moving so smoothly and deep inside her,
holding her this tightly, kissing her this lovingly, and when he
growled her name, her orgasm overcame her like a great wave,
blissfully taking her breath such that she didn’t care if she ever
breathed again. She dug her nails into his skin and wrapped her
beautiful, long legs around him and hung on until her shivering
subsided.

He couldn’t wait
any longer. He felt his orgasm growing inside him from a dark and
primal place. He thrust deep inside her, staying still, filling
her, their essences mingling around him, and he lost himself in
biting her neck softly, finally clenching his teeth, growling deep.
His breathing was rough, and he was practically gasping. This was
like nothing he’d felt before. The mix of physical release and
emotional fulfillment was potent and treacherous. He lost himself
in her scent and her breathing as it slowed finally.

He gently slid out
of her and moved to her side. She turned toward him, still with her
fading ecstasy in her half open eyes and a sleepy smile crossing
her lips. He kissed her repeatedly, brushing her hair back. She
reached up to cup his cheek and he kissed her hand as had become
his habit.

“My God, Cole. I
have...I have wanted to say...” She began to weep quietly. Her
heart felt too full of everything she wanted to tell him and
everything she knew she shouldn’t.

He smiled gently
at her, wiping away her tears. He was feeling very much like she
did now, and his own tears began to well in his eyes.

Mason took a deep
breath. “I want you to know, you’re very safe here. Your heart,
your body, and your faith are safe with me. I care for you so
deeply…I don’t know if I have anything left for myself some days.
So, if I said anything I shouldn’t, I’m sorry but I want you to
know what you really mean to me. You are my world...”

Cole kissed her
again, letting his lips linger on hers. He rolled onto his back,
and she snuggled up under his arm. He reveled in their combined
scent that now hung heavy in this room as she kissed his chest and
lightly stroked his skin.

“You’re very safe
with me,” he said, quietly. “You’re loved, you’re cared for, and
you are mine, my dearest. I’m holding you in my heart and I’ll
protect you. As I did the first night we met, I will, always.” He
pulled the duvet over them, and he barely got them both covered
before he drifted off, listening to her steady
breathing.

The next few
months saw him mostly staying at the hotel. From the first day, he
grew weary of only being able to hear her voice on the phone and
saying “I love you” didn’t land the way it did when he could tell
her in person. He’d set up her friendship lamp and touched it often
to let her know he was thinking of her. He knew hers was in the
bedroom so she wouldn’t see it every time but touching it made him
feel better.

Both of them were
busy and even the nightly dinners and weekends they’d tried to
commit to were quickly being abandoned in favor of work. He ached
to feel her next to him and eventually the phone calls weren’t
doing it for him. The days were getting warmer, and work was
advancing at the site at a frantic pace. He was on site more and
she was bound to her desk, trying to help the other agents at the
firm when she could and approving materials so that orders could be
completed and shipped early.

It was afternoon
and she heard her front door open. She hoped against hope that it
was Cole. He’d pulled back again but she chalked it up to the
distance. The few nights he did come to the house were happy and
relaxing, intense and the dungeon was finally getting used. She
felt so safe when he dominated her that she began to reconsider a
full time D/s relationship. She’d even taken to wearing her day
collar often around the house.

“Cole, is that
you?” Mason shouted.

Reese appeared in
her office doorway. “Sorry to disappoint. It’s just me,” he
smiled.

She grinned, “Hey,
there. No disappointment,” she laughed. “You’re always bearing
gifts.”

Reese pulled a
small suitcase into the office. “A lot this time,” he
said.

She looked at the
bag. “What’s in there?” she asked, wide eyed

“Paint samples,”
he replied. “They’re all organised by floor then by room. Four
conference rooms, bathrooms, break rooms and lobbies.

She sighed. “This
is going to take a while,” she said.

“No problem,” he
said. “Just put the approved samples back in the bag and I’ll pick
it up when you’re done.”

“Do you know if
they need it by a certain time?” she asked.

“They’ll need it
by the end of next month, latest,” he said. “It’s all going to be
done locally so we don’t need a lot of lead time but we do need the
purchase orders done by then so the painters can start. It’ll be
the last thing anyway.”

She ran her hand
through her hair. She noticed she’d picked up Cole’s habit of doing
this when stressed. “I’ll have it,” she said. She looked up at
Reese. “Do you want some coffee or something?”

He smiled, “Yeah,
actually, coffee would be great.”

She ushered him
out to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee as Reese sat down at
the counter. “So, are you getting used to living in
Manhattan?”

“I am,” he said.
“I found a new place about halfway between the office and Times
Square. It’s a good walk to the office and it’s nice to be able to
find something to do close by.”

“Oh, I love going
up to the Square, comedy clubs, see a show,” she said.

“When was the last
time you went up there?” he asked.

She thought about
it. Since Cole came into her life, she’d not been there much.
They’d been to see a few shows, but they’d become quite the
homebodies. “Well, honestly, it’s been a while. I’m not as close as
you, and Cole and I are usually here…” She poured coffee for them
both and set a cup in front of him.

“Ah,” he said,
looking around. “So, he move in yet?” he said, sipping his
coffee.

She looked at him
carefully. He always seemed to play this card when he came here.
She almost knew he was trying to create some doubt in her, but she
didn’t want to assume. “We’re not there yet,” she said, “and even
if we were, with how busy it’s been and how far I am from Brooklyn
now, it makes sense for him to stay down there anyway.” She pulled
on her coffee.

“Cool, yeah, makes
sense,” he said. “What kind of shows do you like?”

“Musicals,
mostly,” she said. “Concerts depending on who it is.”

“What haven’t you
seen?” he asked.

“You might be
surprised. I haven’t seen Phantom yet,” she said.

His eyebrows went
up. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. I haven’t,”
she said. “I just…it’s two and half hours, three with intermission.
I just haven’t carved out enough time to really make an evening of
it.”

“You gotta make
sure you see it before it goes off,” he cautioned.

“Well, maybe Cole
and I will finally get a minute…”

“I’d be happy to
take you,” he interrupted. “I know a guy. I can get tickets any
night.” He couldn’t help himself. He’d move heaven and earth just
to spend an evening with her, even “as friends, of
course.”

She laughed. “Less
than a year in New York and you got a guy?” She looked at him and
smiled, “I’m impressed. Listen, I don’t know if that would be
appropriate. Cole and I are exclusive,” she said.

“Like I said, it’s
not a date…” he stopped. He didn’t want to sound like he was
pushing or begging. He smiled. “You know what, the invitation
stands. Just two friends going to the theatre.”

She smiled,
“Thanks. I appreciate the offer.”

“So, exclusive,
huh. Is that what this is about?” he said, gesturing around his
throat, indicating her collar.

“Oh, not really,”
she said.

“You’re really
about that life?”

“Yeah. I have been
for a few years,” she said cautiously. She wasn’t sure what he was
getting at.

“I had an ex who
was too,” he said, taking another drink. “I wasn’t really about it.
It was too much for me and I just like things to
be…easy.”

“It can be intense
sometimes,” she said, “Like anything else, it’s not for
everyone.”

“Too true,” he
chuckled. He stood up and finished his coffee. “I don’t know that
I’ll see you for a while. The paint samples were about the last
thing,” he said, putting her key on the counter.

“I thought there
were mouldings coming?” she asked

“There might be,
come to think of it,” he said.

“Ok, then you
might as well keep the key in case I’m not here,” she
said.

“Sounds good,” he
said, pocketing the key. “I gotta run.” He lingered a moment to
look into her eyes. He, like Cole, couldn’t resist their
beauty.

“See ya later,”
she said, gesturing towards the door.

She closed the
door behind Reese and began to think once again about how alone she
felt here. The phone calls were trash and she missed Cole’s
presence intensely. It was getting on 1900 but she wasn’t hungry.
She hadn’t heard from him yet today and she knew she would need to
check on him. First, she wanted a shower.


CHAPTER
31

He touched his
friendship lamp, hoping she’d return the touch. A few minutes later
it flashed.






-Hey. Are you
up?-






-Yeah. I wasn’t
really sleeping anyway.-






-It’s three
am.-






-You must be
lonely.-






-Aren’t
you?-






-Not every night.
Not anymore.-






Cole started to
panic. He knew this could happen and it broke his heart to read the
words. He felt so trapped between what he knew he should be doing
and where he wanted to be.






-Darling, no.
Please.-






-It’s fine. I
know we’re just doing what we must.

Collateral damage.-






Cole looked around
at his room. It was dark and cold even though it was early summer.
It had been so long since he’d spent more than a few hours with her
and the nights he’d spent, he had been unable to resist the feel of
her but after making love to her, he increasingly regretted leaving
each time to the point that he sometimes avoided going, often just
to avoid the pain of leaving her.






-Are you up for
talking? If I come there. Can we talk?-






-Cole, I’m not
sleeping anyway.

You might as well come over.-






This stunned him.
It felt like she was all but letting go.






-I’ll be there in
an hour.-






Cole packed a bag
and headed out to the Island. When he arrived, the lights were on.
Mason was up. He stood on the front step and took a deep breath. He
steeled himself to take control of this situation and hoped his
actions wouldn’t push her away. She was standing in the kitchen
when he walked in. He put his bag next to the door and closed it
hard. She looked up as he walked to her determinedly. He took her
hand and pulled her to him, kissing her deeply and passionately.
She didn’t put her arms around his neck as she normally did and the
fear of her withdrawing from him ran through him like a lazy,
ice-cold wind over an empty moor.

“Mason,” he said
firmly, pulling back from her, “I said I would be here for you when
you need me…”

“What about when I
want you, Cole?” she interrupted, stepping back against the
counter, crossing her arms. Her frustration with their situation
was building. “What about the times when I ache for you to be close
to me, hold me, even just a touch. I look around and you’re not
here. And I get it, this project is a lot, and we have things to do
but…”

“Give me your
phone,” he interrupted. “Now, Mason.”

She looked at him
and warily handed the phone to him. He opened it, typed a few
things in and handed it back

“What did you do?”
she asked taking it back.

“I put you out of
office for tomorrow. You’re staying here.”

“Why?” she asked,
“So I can sit here and watch you work or better yet, watch you
leave…again? Why don’t you call out?”

“I have done.” He
fixed her with a level, steady gaze.

She paused,
surprised. He never called out of work. He made compromises. He
worked from weird places, but he always put work first. “You…you
called out of work? You’re not going to the site tomorrow?” she
asked, softly, disbelieving.

“I’m staying here
with you tonight and tomorrow and I’ll stay as long as it takes
until we get this worked out,” he said. “I’m dead serious. I’m not
letting you leave. I’m just not. We’ve had to spend some time apart
but you’re still mine, Mason, I own
you and I’m going to spend these next few days
reminding you of what that means to me. I love you too much and
we’ve worked too hard to let everything we’ve pulled for fade away
because of a fucking job.” He ran his hand through his hair. He
kept his chin up and steadied his voice as much as possible but
deep inside, he was scared. Standing in the middle of this room, he
felt exposed as well, but he steeled himself and maintained his
calm, steady gaze.

She looked at him
for a moment then bowed her head. She took a deep breath and looked
back at him. He stood there, hands in his pockets, anxious, but
staying calm. She’d never seen him more steadfast yet open than
right now, his heart laid bare before her, nervously waiting on
her.

“Coffee?” she
asked.

“I don’t care,” he
said, closing the few steps between them. He brushed her hair back
and ran a finger slowly down her cheek. He leaned in and gently
kissed her lips. “I need to know you want to work this out. I can’t
bear to think of you here, alone, lonely, and I’m the one to blame
and I can’t imagine my existence without you.”

She threw her arms
around him and held him close. She couldn’t stop the tears as she
clutched his shirt hard. “Oh, Cole, I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “I
didn’t mean to hurt you.” She pulled him closer, and he picked her
up and sat her on the counter, standing between her legs as he’d
done times before. She pulled him in to hold him once again. It had
been so long, and she just wanted to feel his body
again.

He slipped his
arms around her waist and held her, quietly, until her sobbing
subsided. He never tried to stop her from crying because it had
been a great catharsis for him many times. She pulled back to look
at him, her eyes red and swollen. He cupped her tearstained cheek.
“Mason,” he whispered, “I love you, darling. I’m staying with you
at least until Sunday but I’ll stay for as long as it takes for us
to come to some agreement that will make you happy.” He smiled that
easy, shy smile she loved so much. It made her smile
too.

“I love you too,”
she said, sniffling. “Can you put on some coffee and let me go wash
my face?”

“Absolutely, I
can,” he said. He pulled her into his arms from the counter,
holding her to him for a moment before he let her down.

When she came
back, he was sitting on the couch, two cups on the coffee table.
She had her hair up in a messy bun, tee shirt, boy shorts, like she
used to do. He’d donned some pajamas that she’d given him but left
his shirt off.

Spring had arrived
and the warmth of the balmy night had pervaded the house along with
the sunrise. He looked at his watch and it was getting on 0600. She
sat next to him and grabbed her cup and drank deeply. The fresh
coffee was smooth and warm, and his closeness was a comfort she had
profoundly yearned for in the last months. She looked straight
ahead for a moment trying to gather her thoughts. He looked at her,
brushing back a few stray hairs from her temples. He stayed quiet,
waiting for her to look at him or speak.

“Cole,” she said,
looking back down into her coffee cup, “I’m so sorry, once again. I
want to change this about myself, but I don’t know how.”

“Change what,
sweetheart?” he asked softly, still lightly running his fingers
through her hair.

“I don’t know how
to say it…how to not be lonely,” she said, “If that makes sense?”
She looked at him. She looked helpless and frustrated. Her eyes
were still swollen and red.

He took a deep
breath. “Mason, darling,” he began gently, “It does make sense.
Loneliness is harder for some people than others.”

“I don’t want it
to be hard,” she said. “I know,” she giggled, “That’s what she
said…sorry, I feel so maudlin.”

He chuckled,
“Darling, it’s fine. It’s good to talk about these feelings.
Otherwise, I have no idea what you’re going through, and I’m left
guessing.” He massaged her shoulder gently. “I want to know.
I want to
listen.”

“I don’t know how
to not miss you, Cole. You’ve been so good to me, cooking, keeping
up the house when you can. We’ve had so much fun together and
you’ve made me laugh and let me cry. I don’t know why it’s so hard
to be away from you. I was single as a Pringle for three
years…”

“To be fair,
Pringles aren’t usually single. They come in stacks,” he
interrupted.

“Really…Really...Fine, I was single as…something that rhymes
with single…that is usually single,” she said,
sarcastically.

He laughed,
“Better. May I?”

“Sure,” she said,
donning that beautiful smile he so loved.

“You made bad
decisions then too, out of loneliness, and you’ve said as much,” he
said, gently. “You’re not equating the way you feel now to the
feelings that made you reach out to bad online dates, but they are
equal. They’re just in different contexts. Do you see?”

She thought about
this for a minute, setting her cup down. “It makes sense. I
understand it now, but it doesn’t change how I feel when you’re not
here. Before I was lonely in general. Now I’m lonely for your
company and you’re so close…I just overthink it. I want you in my
space all the time.”

“Mason, I can’t be
just a teddy bear or plaything you turn to in order to soothe
yourself,” he said. “I won’t always be here…”

“Oh God, Cole, I
can’t think about that right now…” She couldn’t hold back tears and
put her face in her hands.

Cole handed her
the tissue box to wipe her eyes. He felt confused at first then it
clicked. “Fuck’s sake, Mason. I’ve done it again. I didn’t
mean…dead…I just meant I might have the odd job where I must travel
for a brief time. I need to know that you’ll be ok, that you’ll be
strong while I’m away.” He lifted her chin to look at him. “Good
God,” he whispered, looking into her red eyes. “What have I done,
my darling, I am so, so sorry.”

“It’s fine, Cole,”
she said, giggling lightly. “I’ll be fine.”

“Mason,
sweetheart, I’m only a phone call away,” he said. “Come to think of
it, you were MY strength when I was in London. D’you remember when
I was in such a foul mood because I had to be away from you? You
were the strong one.”

“I guess I was,”
she giggled. “It’s easy for me to be there for you. You’re
amazingly easy to love.”

“You know I’ve
said before, you’re so easy to be with and I enjoy that. Mason, I’m
not leaving you. You don’t need to be lonely. I’m always thinking
about you.” He smiled that cute, crooked stuffie smile that she
loved so much. “I know that I haven’t given you a solution. I don’t
know what that is exactly. I’m hoping that by continuing to talk
about this, we’ll find it. Until then, I will reassure you that I’m
always with you, no matter where exactly I am.”

She tapped his
shoulder, and he lifted his arm to tuck her under. She loved the
soothing feeling of his bare chest against her face. She closed her
eyes. “I’m with you too, Cole. I love you so much and I don’t want
you to doubt me.”

He kissed her on
the top of her head. “I don’t, darling. I know it’s tempting to
push me away because that way, you don’t have to miss me. I know
because lately I have done but the loneliness is only going to
change. It’s not going to go away.”

Mason considered
this. She only had Lacey, but she was busy with the pub. She had
Jay and Philip, but she didn’t always turn to them. Maybe it was
time for her to seek out the people she leaned on when she felt
like this. “I hadn’t really thought about that but it’s true.” It
was nearly 0900 and she was exhausted from being up all
night.

“How are you
feeling, darling?” he asked. “I need to know that you’re
ok.”

She sat up and
looked at him. He was always so concerned about her wellbeing. He
brushed her hair back from her face.

“I want to go to
bed,” she said quietly. “I’m happy we had this talk but I’m tired
and I’m absolutely craving your closeness. Please come to bed with
me?”

“How could I
resist an offer like that?” he asked softly, as he pulled her to
him for a long, slow kiss. He kissed her forehead then stood up,
offering her his hand. “Come on, let’s put you to bed.”

When Cole awoke,
he was alone. It was dark and he wasn’t sure what day or time it
was. He looked at his phone. Friday night. They’d slept through the
day. He smelled something sweet and cinnamon. He slipped on his
sweats and ventured out to the kitchen.

Mason was at the
stove taking what appeared to be cinnamon rolls from the
oven.

“Well, well, well.
She can cook,” he said smiling. Glancing at the stove she had
omelets in a pan. He laughed, “Are we having breakfast for dinner?”
he asked.

She laughed, “Yes,
we are. She turned to him, her eyes lighting up. “What do you
think?”

“I think it’s
amazing and I’m very happy to do that.” He slipped his arms around
her waist from behind and nuzzled her neck. She leaned back into
him, turning her head to kiss him. “Thank you, honey,” she giggled,
“Can you grab a bottle of wine?”

“Wine? For
breakfast? You really are a boozer,” he chuckled.

“Ay, drinking with
breakfast doesn’t make you a boozer. It makes you a pirate,” she
said.

He laughed, “Fair
point. Arrgh, ‘ere’s yer wine, wench.”

She laughed, “Ok,
‘wench’ is a hard limit,” she joked.

“Noted,” he said
with a smile and a wink.

They spent the
rest of the weekend watching movies and relaxing with each other.
He made it a point to reassure her at every turn how much he loved
her and that he would always be there for her. After a while, she
started to feel like she could let go of the dread of him leaving
again. She felt like she’d really be ok and that her demon might
just stay silenced this time but as the hours ticked down Sunday
afternoon, she could hear it whispering, reminding her that she
never truly felt ok alone. Cole could feel the tension building as
Sunday evening wound down and he was determined to do what he could
to help calm her.

“Mason, honey, can
you come here?” he called from the master bathroom.

She walked into
the bathroom and gasped slightly. Cole had lit a few of the jar
candles and the air carried a gentle lilac scent. He was wearing
shorts and no shirt, standing by the shower and had her hair
regimen ready.

“Wot’s awll this,
then?” she asked in her best cockney.

He laughed, “An
attempt was made. I’m going to help you with your hair tonight. I
know it’s a lot and we’re going to do it together,” he
said.

Her eyes lit up
and the biggest smile he’d ever seen crossed her face. “Oh Cole!
Thank you!! What do I need to do?” she asked excitedly.

“Well,” he said
carefully, “I suppose you’ll have to be naked for this.”

She winked at him,
“I’m fine with that but can you handle it?”

“I’ll try hard,”
he looked at her without flinching.

“I’m not saying
it,” she giggled, and stripped down.

He took her hand
and led her into the shower, kissing her cheek as she stepped past
him. As he wet her hair thoroughly and began to work the shampoo
through it, she began to relax, nearly weak. Feeling his hands in
her hair was always an extremely sweet and calming experience but
the addition of the warm water and the foamy shampoo made her
downright sleepy. He rinsed her hair carefully and began to work
the conditioner through, massaging her scalp and working it down to
the very ends.

“Turn around,
darling,” he said softly. She turned to face him, looking up at him
under her lashes. This look turned him up every time and he was
willingly giving in tonight. Placing his hands either side of her
face, he brought his lips to hers and he eagerly filled her mouth
with his tongue. She lovingly put her arms around his neck and
passionately pulled him to her. He reached behind her and dispensed
some soap on his hands. He pulled away from their kiss and began to
wash her breasts, reveling in their fullness and softness and the
effortless way the soap allowed him to move his hands across her
beautiful skin. His mouth was watering at the prospect of filling
his mouth with them, teasing, and biting her perfect, firm nipples.
Sliding his arms down and around her waist, he kissed her once
again, deeply, as he washed her from behind. Her kiss became
increasingly hungry as she felt his touch in her most sensitive
places. He slipped off his shorts as he was quickly becoming hard
which rarely happened for him. Normally it was a lengthy process,
requiring a lot of caressing and talking and teasing out the
arousal but tonight, a flood of intense attraction had filled him
as if he had been struck by lightning and she was at the very
center of it.

He put more soap
into his hands. She did as well and as they came back together for
another kiss, their hands slid between each other’s legs, gently
washing the other, feeling the shivers in each other’s bodies. He
reached up and removed the shower wand, switching it over to the
pulse setting. He slid his hand up behind her neck once more,
filling his hand with her hair and began to rinse the conditioner
from her hair as she continued to gently wash him, occasionally
pumping him as she cupped him and washed him from behind. He was
finding it hard to stay focused on the task at hand as he finished
rinsing her hair despite the quivers and chills firing through his
body. Her ability to bring reactions from him with her hands was
nearly magical and it was an altogether new feeling for
him.

“Mason, look at
me,” he demanded. His commanding voice startled her, and she
stopped working him and looked up. He moved the pulsing shower wand
down between her legs. “I want to see if you can stay still.” She
closed her eyes, “Look at me!” he growled. She opened her eyes, a
mix of fear and profound anticipation racing across her
face.

Using his fingers,
he spread her smooth lips, exposing her hooded, swollen pearl. He
aimed the pulsing water at the spot just above and lasciviously
watched her shiver, the intense sensation showing in her
expression. He was getting harder watching the pleasure impulses
move through her body from the gasps catching in her throat to the
moans escaping her and he gave himself over to this intrinsically
carnal experience. She reached out and gripped his arms to steady
herself. She wanted desperately to close her eyes, but she could
see how much watching her was turning him on and seeing his eyes,
dark and demonic, piercing her soul was bringing her temptingly
close to her edge.

“Cole, honey, I’m
coming, Fuck! I’m…” her words caught in her throat and her breath
stopped as she stayed with his gaze. He immediately dropped the
wand and pulled her tight to him, replacing the water stream with
the base of his hand, gently and softly pressing into her, sliding
his fingers inside her, feeling her clench around them. She moaned
loudly as her breath returned to her, panting, and holding on
tightly to him.

She hadn’t come
down before he turned her around and bent her over. He realized as
he felt underneath her that they were perfectly matched for taking
her like this and it fueled his blatant desire for her. She braced
hard with her hands against the wall, and he easily slid deep into
her. He could still feel her coming around his shaft as he began to
thrust into her, fiercely, watching her willfully push back against
him. He reached around her with one hand and slid his fingers
between her lips, bringing her arousal up again. Her moans and
cries were bringing him to his edge and as he felt her contracting
around him once again, he heard her breath catch hard. He thrust
into her once more, filling her, feeling the flood of their
combined essence surrounding his shaft inside her, her walls
letting go of their grip on him, a deep rumbling growl escaping his
throat. She nearly lost her balance as her second orgasm washed
over her and he held her hips firmly as his own ecstasy subsided
and he could move again. She stood up and leaned back into him as
he wrapped his arms around her waist and allowed his hands to
firmly cup her breasts, losing himself in the closeness of her
curvaceous body, fully cleaved to his.

“Christ, Mason,”
he said, “that was incredible.” He was still trying to catch his
breath.

“It was amazing,
Cole,” she said, her breathing coming easier now. “Wow…that just
kept going.” She turned around and put her hands on his chest. He
leaned in to kiss her lips once more. The room had gone cold, and a
chill ran through him. He kissed her neck as he leaned over to
retrieve the shower wand. He giggled as he turned on the warm water
again. “We still need a proper shower, I guess,” he looked at her.
She took the wand from him and got some soap on her hands and
gently began cleaning him, looking into his eyes as her touch on
his still sensitive skin made him quiver. She rinsed him
thoroughly. He reached for the soap, and she lightly smacked his
hand. “You go get into bed, hon. I’ll finish this or we’ll be in
here all night like two soggy crumpets,” she giggled. He kissed her
cheek, “Meet you in bed then,” he said stepping out of the
shower.

Cole was exhausted
as he climbed into bed. He looked around the room he shared with
her here in this sanctuary. He didn’t want to leave again. With
everything in him, he wanted to stay right here with her. It was
time. It felt right to move in with her, but he hadn’t figured out
how to reconcile his work duties and requirements yet. If he was
honest with himself, he hadn’t given it enough thought. She walked
in and he immediately pushed the thoughts aside for a later time.
She was completely naked, and he now eagerly looked forward to
feeling her skin against his all night. He turned his back to her,
and she quietly slid into bed behind him, cradling his head in one
arm and wrapping her other arm around his chest as much as she
could. She leaned down and kissed his cheek.

“Honey,” she said
quietly, “I love you.”

He closed his
eyes, taking in the words, her voice, her scent, the room, the
time, the feel of her against him. He tried to imprint every single
element in this scene on his memory. Unlike times before when he
never wished to hear any words he’d rather forget, he never wanted
to forget this moment and hearing her say these simple words from
her heart. He turned to face her. Her eyes, sleepy and wet, were
filled with an affection he thought he’d never again know. He
smiled, “I love you too, Mason. And I’m going to keep loving
you…”

“Ha, REO
Speedwagon,” she giggled.

He chuckled,
“Yeah, I guess it is,” he ran a finger down the side of her face.
“I have to go back to Brooklyn tomorrow. I want you to call me,
anytime you’re lonely. Literally anytime,” he said.

“But what if
you’re on site or…We talked about this. We have rules, Cole,” she
said.

“Fuck that,” he
said, firmly, his eyes growing dark, “You’re my woman, Mason.
You’re mine and as of this moment and going forward, I’m putting
you first, ahead of work, ahead of everything.”

Her eyes widened
and she leaned in to kiss him. “Oh, Cole, me too,” she said,
slightly tearfully, “Right now, I’m putting you first, ahead of
everything.” She got quiet for a minute. “I want to be the first
thing you see when you wake every morning, Cole. Can you do that?”
She looked at him expectantly.

He knew he had to
handle this with kid gloves. She was as vulnerable as he’d ever
seen her, and he wanted to protect her heart. She’d willingly laid
it bare for him in this tender moment and he didn’t want to hurt
her. “Mason, yes. Yes, I can. Please give me a little more time to
figure it out. Can you do that for me?”

She nodded,
reluctantly, “I can,” she lied. She wanted him to stay tonight and
always but even as she listened to him, she knew something had
changed. He seemed no longer unwilling. Now he seemed truly ready
but unable. She took a slow blink and looked back into his eyes. “I
trust you.”

He slipped his arm
under her neck and around her as she snuggled closer to him,
tangling her legs up with his and draping her arm around his waist.
“I’m always going to look after you, Mason. Please don’t forget
that. I’ll always be a call away. I mean it.”

She tipped her
head up, “Chingy?”

He laughed, “Ok,
to sleep with you,” he pulled her in a little closer and drifted
off.


CHAPTER
32

The next few weeks
dragged as Cole tried to find time to spend with Mason. Every time
they made plans, it seemed like something came up. He’d only had
the odd evening with her, and it was wearing on his nerves. Worse,
she held back from calling him. She often texted that she was
thinking about him but was afraid to call. There were days when he
wondered if it was all worth it. If he had to be so absent, was he
being fair to her? He tried to keep perspective but as his feelings
for her deepened, all he could see was the time that he
wasn’t able to be with
her and he felt like he was failing her. Keeping promises was
important to him and this was not what he felt he should be doing
with the woman whom he had so boldly claimed as his.

“Mason, it’s my
first weekend off in a month, of course I want to spend it with
you.”

“Sweet! I wanna
take you to this club downtown. We can do VIP, or they have an
outdoor rooftop lounge. One or both? I just gotta make a
reservation.”

The evening was
warm, not hot, or balmy, and the air was surprisingly clear. He
didn’t have any desire to be hemmed up in a VIP section. But... He
did enjoy the privacy of it…

“Tell me about the
outdoor lounge.” He queried.

“It’s really a
group of sorta private patios, if you will.”

“Let’s do that,”
he said. “I’ve been inside too long.”

He was seriously
looking forward to sitting under the night sky, seeing the stars in
her eyes. It had been too long since he’d been with her, and he
felt starved for her touch.

One of the joys of
his life with her was going into the city and feeling her energy
change and intensify. She embraced the city like a young woman
gives herself over to an experienced, passionate lover and he now
felt it too when they were together, not like London which always
felt gritty and seedy to him. London was like a stainless-steel
wristband where New York was more like a Tiffany bracelet and
tonight, rooftop lounge and city views? So much the
better.

“Love, one more
thing,” he said, “is there a dress code?”

“Only for me,” she
answered. “Wear some casual trousers. I like those pleated
ones.”

Odd request, but
ok. “Done. What time?”

“I’ll pick you up
at seven. Meet me in the lobby. Eee! I can’t wait to see
you!”

He laughed. It was
nice to hear her as excited about seeing him as she was over a good
camembert, which, to be fair, sounded rather good to him too, right
now. He was looking forward to a decent meal after eating so much
takeaway the last few weeks.

The isolation was
almost too much sometimes, and the worst part was having to leave
Mason. As he got dressed, he thought about potential options. In
recent months, after making love to her, he wanted to just stay
next to her, hold her close, make her feel loved and protected for
the rest of the night. He felt that leaving her wasn’t caring for
her properly, but he didn’t feel like he had a choice when he had
to keep to a strict schedule. It was weighing heavily on his mind.
At the same time, making that final, permanent commitment was
something he wasn’t sure he was ready for. The idea that it might
all collapse still scared him. Tonight, however, his unrelenting
desire to be close to her was overriding any fear.

Finally dressed,
he headed downstairs to meet her. It had been three weeks of just
catching a meal with her here and there. Evenings just weren’t long
enough to go and spend time with her and quickies were never his
thing. It had been so long since he’d held all of her close, since
he’d kissed her properly, since he’d smelled her perfume or
caressed her hair. He walked into the hotel lobby where she was
waiting for him, and his heart nearly stopped.

Her auburn hair
was down, and it was absolutely gleaming in the golden evening sun
that was streaming in through the windows. He took a long look at
her. Her dress was the new one she’d talked about from De La Renta.
Maxwell had outdone himself on this one. It flared out gently just
below her waist and fell easily across her ample hips. She had
forgone hosiery and opted instead for shimmering lotion on her
long, gorgeous legs. As always, she looked classy and elegant from
her flowing hair to her Louboutin stilettos, and he was completely
speechless.

She looked up at
him and her breath caught in her throat. He looked absolutely
delicious in those black pleated slacks, and she couldn’t resist
lightly biting her bottom lip as she let her gaze take him all in.
His well-fitted, white dress shirt tucked in but open at the top
accented his smooth, slightly tanned skin and he’d opted for the
gold bumble bee cufflinks. He hadn’t smoothed out his soft, dark
curls. He’d left them loose, the way she liked, and she wanted so
badly to run her freshly manicured nails through his hair. She
walked over to him slowly. He stood up a little straighter as she
approached. He slipped his hands in his pockets, as if to
deliberately prolong the delay of touching her and smiled,
gently.

“You look
gorgeous, darling,” he said. “Absolutely stunning.” He couldn’t
help the growing smile on his face. She returned that easy smile
and he quickly fell into the comfortable intoxication of her
presence once more.

“You clean up ok,”
she said, her azure eyes lighting up. “Actually,” she stepped
closer and softened her voice. “You look terribly inviting and
beautiful.” She reached up and brushed one of his curls from his
forehead. He could wait no longer. He put his arms around her soft,
full waist and pulled her close, lightly kissing her shining,
trembling lips.

“Shall we?” She
pulled away from him, reluctantly. He firmly took her hand and they
walked to her car, parked in front of the hotel.

“Do you always
just park where you want to?” he asked as he slid into the
passenger’s seat.

“Pretty much,” she
said, “I have a secret for getting out of tickets,” she winked as
she slipped off her heels.

“I bet,” he
laughed. He was thrilled to be near her again. He reached over and
softly took her hand. Drinking her in, it seemed, had become his
new favorite addiction. She looked at him smiling and squeezed his
hand. He stayed quiet and eagerly took in her new fragrance,
Marc Jacobs Perfect. Appropriate.
His only thought at this time was that he wanted
her in his life forever. He couldn’t imagine another moment without
her.

“What are you
thinking?” she asked without looking at him. “You have that pensive
look.”

“Mason,” he
started. “I’m tired.”

She snapped a look
at him. “Do you still want to go? We can just go to the house if
you want,” she quickly offered.

“No, no, m’love, I
definitely want to go to this club. Fresh air, city views, starry
skies, and you? Are you kidding?” He laughed lightly and took a
beat. “What I mean is, I’m tired of being away from you. I’m tired
of living in hotels. I’m tired of mostly sleeping alone. The nights
are really lonely...especially when I’m so close to you...” He
trailed off.

“Honey,” she said
gently, squeezing his hand. “Let’s talk about it tonight after
dinner.”

He stopped. It
wasn’t the time for anything deep. “Right, of course. I’m sorry.
I...God, I’ve missed you.” He felt like he’d been holding his
breath for weeks and he could finally exhale again.

“Sweetie,” she
interrupted, “I’m always here to listen to you. I agree with you,
and I want to talk about it later. I do.”

He smiled at her.
She always seemed to know what he needed, even when he was at a
complete loss for words. “I feel pretty good knowing we have the
weekend,” he smiled and rubbed her arm. He felt a near euphoria
when he was with her and he knew, deep down, there was just nothing
for it.

They pulled into
the valet lane at the club and Mason, as was her habit, handed her
keys and a $100 to the valet. They walked into the building and
took the elevator to the 12th floor. When the lift doors closed, he
considered pushing her up against the wall and kissing her
passionately, but he noticed that she’d gone to great lengths with
her makeup. It was flawless. Besides, there would be time for
that…so he just gently held her hand, a gesture she responded to
with her beautifully feminine, shy smile.

“Mason,” the
Maître D’ said, “Lovely to see you again. Where would you and your
guest like to sit tonight?” Cole smiled and shook his head. Ben was
right. She seemed to know all the right people in this
city.

She slipped him a
$100 bill as she leaned in to talk quietly to him. She pointed to a
rather private table outside at the end of the seating area. “Of
course. Right this way,” he said.

The outdoor
seating area was situated along the side of the building. A
polished granite slab created a privacy wall upon which sat short,
steel railings. When seated, a person couldn’t be seen from
surrounding buildings but could easily stand at the rail and look
out over the city. There were small, well appointed, semi-private
tables with thick cushioned blue and white outdoor sofas for
seating, greenery, and tropical colored rugs under the tables.
Finally, each area was separated by a six-foot high divider. Cole
noted that all the outdoor tables could be seen from inside the
club except...the one where Mason wanted to sit.

He pondered her
choice of seating. It was right in the corner where the granite
wall connected to the building and closed off the seating area. It
was perhaps the most secluded area of the club for being
outside. Maybe she wants to be able to see
more of the city, or the night sky, or the sunset?
Ultimately, he assumed she wanted to be isolated
so they could talk.

He sat down on the
sofa that backed up against the granite wall and looked around. It
felt good to breathe the air up here and watch the sun slowly
sinking away as the city began to light up.

Mason sat opposite
him, dropping her purse to the floor next to the wall. She turned
back to catch his gaze, half smiled, and slowly crossed her long
legs, deliberately giving him quite the view through the glass top
table, as the waiter approached. “Bit naughty that,” Cole said
quietly. He winked and smiled back at her. No holster?…Wait...was she not wearing…?

“Good evening,
ma’am, sir.” the waiter said, as he lit the candles on their table.
“Should we start with cocktails or wine?”

Cole sat up
quickly, “Crown, double, neat,” he said. Mason looked at him
sharply. She couldn’t remember him drinking hard liquor and now
he’d ordered a double.

“For you ma’am?”
the waiter asked, offering menus.

She kept her eyes
on Cole who by now was locked with her gaze. “JD, double,
neat.”

“Can I get you
started with any apps?”

Cole was no longer
hungry, and he shook his head slightly. His curiosity was not only
peaked but it was running away with his imagination at record
speed.

“Just drinks for
now,” Mason replied as she put the menus on the table.

The waiter walked
away, and Cole leaned across the table. Giving her a dark and
predatory stare, he said quietly, “Please come and sit beside me,
m’love. I think you’ve been an awfully bad girl this evening and
I’d very much like to find out.”

She cocked her
brow. “Have I?” she said, in a hushed tone. “Is that what you
think? Maybe what you think you saw, you did not see.” She smiled
salaciously.

It was all
starting to fall into place for Cole. The “personal” dress code,
the private table, the lack of hosiery. It was all adding up, but
he couldn’t believe it was something this sophisticated woman would
do. Am I reading this right?
She never seemed too reckless or very daring. He
lowered his brow and fixed her with a deadly, blank
stare.

She swallowed hard
but held his gaze. He glanced up and sat back. The waiter had
returned with their drinks. Mason looked up and sat back slightly
as the waiter put their drinks on the table.

“Have you decided
on any apps or dinner?” the waiter asked again.

Mason handed him
her card. “Can you please open a tab? I think we’ll just have
drinks for now and I’ll find you if we need anything.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he
replied.

She looked back at
Cole. He was leaning on the table again. He didn’t speak
immediately. He had decided to let go of this little story arc for
a minute.

He sipped his
whisky and looked up at the sky, which had turned dark blue with
red and purple edges. Even with the light pollution, he could see a
few stars beginning to glimmer. Muted dance music had begun to
emanate from inside and he could feel the bass throbbing through
the floor.

“It’s a gorgeous
night,” he said looking back at her. “I’m glad we came. This was an
excellent choice.” She sipped her drink as well. She was leaning on
the table looking at the night sky with the candlelight framing her
face and hair. He could not imagine that she could be more
beautiful. The way her eyes sparkled and the smile on her face were
a welcome comfort to him. “This is everything I was hoping for, to
see you in this light, to be near you under these stars, in this
night air. It’s absolutely perfect,” he smiled.

A shy smile
crossed her face and she sat back slightly. The sky was turning
that purple and grey color she practically lived for. She rose and
walked over to the wall to look out over it. She had a deep love
for that moment of the night when New York turned up the lights. It
energized and excited her to see the buildings light up as if they
were coming alive.

She loved the
buildings in New York, the old ones, the new, sleek ones, even the
old tenements held a nostalgic fascination for her. Each one was
like an entity, a person even, unto itself with its own unique
character. Some had more charisma than others. Some had an intense
attraction but when they all lit up at night, it was like watching
a party come to life for her. She felt oddly safe in this city and
ran to it like a saviour when she’d been gone too long.

“It is beautiful
at night, right?” she said. “I don’t know any other city that looks
as beautiful in this gown of lights.”

He looked up at
her and smiled. “That’s a lovely turn of phrase and a beautiful
description…you love it here, don’t you?” he said.

“Oh, Cole, I do. I
may not know how I feel about everything in my life all the time.
Those feelings fluctuate and change but I love this city. Not any
city but specifically this one, intensely. It is the one rock
steady thing in my life and the one thing I can always depend on,
and I don’t even know all of it,” she giggled. “I still have to use
my navigation when I drive…but it’s part of me and I could never
leave it.” She looked at him, expectantly, trying to get a
read.

He finished his
drink, stood up and walked over to the wall. He leaned on the top
of it and looked out over the city. He could easily see himself
here with this incredible woman. He thought about how far they’d
come and once again, uneasy thoughts of where to go next crept in.
He looked over at her.

He had to make
this permanent.

He was now far
more frightened of losing her than losing himself…but first, the
issue at hand. He already felt a growing desire for her, and he was
going to get the answer to his questions. He turned to face her.
“Well, I’ve asked once, darling. Please don’t make me ask you
twice,” he growled, rolling up his sleeves.

She looked at him
with that one cocked brow. “I’m not going to make you ask this
twice but I’m going to make you beg for something
tonight.”

He swallowed hard
but didn’t break his composure. “I said, sit,” he commanded and
motioned to the sofa. She walked over and sat facing him and put
one leg up on the seat.

He sat down and
placed a finger under her chin and lifted her eyes to look into
his. She met his gaze and he nearly melted. Her eyes were always
going to be a deep weakness for him. He gently put his hand on her
tanned leg and moved it gradually up under her dress. He stopped
and massaged her soft inner thigh for a moment and then continued a
slow progression until he’d moved his hand fully between her legs.
He felt the familiar heat and his suspicion was confirmed. She
instinctively closed her eyes when she felt his tender touch on
her.

“Look at me!” he
hissed at her. “You’ve been a very bad girl, my darling.” He shook
his head with disdain as he lightly caressed her smooth outer lips.
“What should I do with you?” He slipped one then two fingers inside
her, working her with a gentle beckoning motion, calmly yet
insistently.

She quickly looked
back into his eyes and shivered. “I...I don’t...” she was choking
on her words as his hand brought intense sensations from deep
inside her. She was visibly shaking as he ran his thumb between her
inner lips and circled her pearl, thrusting his middle fingers
inside her several times. She shuddered and whimpered slightly and
while she never broke his intense, dark stare, she simply couldn’t
answer him.

He withdrew his
fingers from inside her, slowly sliding his hand back down her
thigh and brought his wet fingers to his mouth, delighting to taste
her sweetness. He gently put his thumb in her mouth, and she
willingly licked it clean. Her wet mouth, the taste of her in his,
her perfume, and her eyes, deep and blue, pupils dilated with
desire, the familiar flush across her chest, it was all a potent
mix, and he couldn’t hold back any part of his own
arousal.

He leaned in to
kiss her trembling lips. It had been too long since they had shared
the wet heat of a deep, slow kiss and as he did so, he once again
slid his hand under her dress and into her wetness. At the same
time, she was rubbing him through his trousers. He was trying to
breathe, trying to hold back. He was working her hard as he tangled
his other hand in her hair to press her mouth to his. He kissed her
cheek, then moved to lightly bite her earlobe and then her
neck.

“Christ, Mason, I
want to fuck you right here,” he whispered roughly through gritted
teeth.

She didn’t answer
but instead unbuckled his belt and opened his pants, pulling him
free from his briefs. She began to work him firmly with her hand.
He shifted and turned slightly, putting his head back against the
wall behind him. The heavenly sensation of being worked in her
hand, the sweet floral scent of her perfume, the feel of the clear,
crisp night air on his bare skin, the beauty of twinkling stars
against a royal sky, the romantic flicker of the soft candlelight,
the music endlessly pounding from inside all served to rapidly
inflame his desire. The thought of anyone seeing them didn’t even
matter to him anymore. Having her, holding her close to him,
burying his face in her neck, kissing her, biting her, these were
the only things that mattered to him.

She too wanted to
feel his body next to her, the smell of his cologne, the feel of
her lips on his neck, but she wasn’t sure he understood exactly
what she wanted from him. She worked him until she felt some of his
pre-cum. She traced a finger over his tip and licked him from her
finger. She was ready. The edges of her orgasm were starting to
close in as always happened when he worked her.

He was trying like
hell to hold back. He could feel the quivering in her wetness, and
now he had to be inside her. He removed his hand and pulled her to
him kissing her neck.

“Please, Mason,”
his voice shaking, his breathing ragged, “Please, fuck me right
here. Please, I need to be inside you,” he begged. In one swift
movement, she threw her leg over his lap and hovered for a second
over his hard shaft. She looked down into his eyes and, putting her
hand firmly around his neck, she squeezed until she saw his eyes
start to fade slightly. Clamping down his stare with hers, she
growled, “Beg me again,” as she expertly held her opening just at
the edge of his tip.

“FUCK,” he said,
trying to recover as the blood pounded in his head, seething
through gritted teeth, livid that she chose this moment to switch.
She wasn’t truly choking him, yet he could barely breathe. Her eyes
had suddenly gone dark and sinister, and it only served to increase
his craving for her. He wanted to give her, do for her anything and
everything she desired. “Please, Mason, let me inside of you. I
need you now, Honey, please,” he pleaded with her, his voice
shaking uncontrollably. They locked eyes as she lowered herself
onto him. He closed his eyes for a moment as she eased herself down
to envelop him and he reached around to grip her bare
ass.

“Look at me!” she
said through gritted teeth and firmly squeezed his neck. He opened
his eyes to meet her demonic stare. It was everything in him not to
close his eyes again and give himself over to all of the
sensations, her tightness, her wetness, her heat, the soft, full
flesh of her ass in his hands. He felt like she was looking into
his soul at that moment.

She moved up and
ground herself down onto him and that was enough. He couldn’t hold
back any longer. She allowed herself a moment to look out over the
city lights, the stars, and looking back at this incredible man she
loved, she felt her own orgasm flow over her as she felt him
pulsing inside her.

He felt her walls
start to clamp around him as he filled her. He pulled her head down
to kiss her deeply again. His breathing stopped as he clenched his
jaw, allowing his orgasm to run through him, grip his chest, and
choke out any other thought than being inside her, filling her, the
heat, her scent, mingling himself with her. He growled through
gritted teeth, trying to keep from crying out, yet also trying to
regain his breath. He slowly put his head back and opened his eyes.
She was watching him as he came down. This was the most thrilling
thing he’d ever done and to have done it with this amazing woman
made the experience deeply precious to him.

“That’s it, honey.
Let yourself go, sweetheart. You’re safe with me, relax.” She
kissed him deeply one last time before slowly swinging her leg back
over him as he pulled out of her. She slid closer to him. Laying
her head on his shoulder, she draped her leg over his as he tried
unsuccessfully to neatly redress himself. He buckled his belt and
turned his head to kiss her forehead.

“Damn, Mason, that
was incredible,” he whispered. She giggled softly. Looking up at
him she asked, “Have you never...In public?”

“Never. Didn’t
even think about it,” he answered. “Penalties for outraging public
decency are harsh in the UK. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone I
wanted to fuck so badly that I’d be willing go to jail for
it.”

“And yet here you
are.”

He giggled softly,
“Yes, here I am and it’s always you.” He smiled and looked at her.
“It’s you. It will always be you, my dear.” He kissed her forehead
once more.

Moments later the
waiter returned. “Would you like anything else?” He said as he
gathered their empty glasses.

“Just close out my
tab please,” Mason replied.

As the waiter
walked away, she turned to Cole and said, “I’m thinking we go back
to the house. Order in, watch a movie?”

“Kinda
feeling...Asian food and talking, if that’s alright,” he
said.

The waiter
returned with her card, and she signed off on the tab. “Sounds
good. Let’s go,” she smiled and winked at him.

He couldn’t
believe this was her whole plan for the evening. She was constantly
surprising him with her flights of fancy. As they left the near
empty patio and walked through the crowd inside, Cole considered
that being with her was like living in a fantasy world. She’d made
every place they’d ever gone incredibly special for him. He wanted
to take her home with him, to show her London but he wanted to make
a life with her here, in New York. This was her city; her other
lover and he didn’t mind sharing.

They stepped alone
into the dimly lit lift. When the doors closed, Cole grabbed her
arm and pinned her up against the wall, thrusting his leg between
hers. He kissed her hard and deep as she tangled her trembling
hands in his hair, pulling him to her by wrapping one of her long,
bare legs around his. He quickly pushed his hand up under her dress
and thrust his fingers deep inside her still throbbing softness.
She was warm and wet with their combined essences from moments ago.
He looked down, breathing hard, and put his forehead against hers.
Her ragged breath was catching in her throat hard as he thoroughly
worked her with his hand, finally removing it to taste them
together then making her lick his soaked fingers clean.

“I want to go home
and fuck you all over again, Mason. I want to taste you, be inside
you again, hold you, love you. I’m not nearly fucking finished with
you tonight.” His voice was rough and his breathing heavy and
uneven, “Mason, I need you in a way that I’ve never needed
anything, not even air or water.”

The lift bell
announced they’d arrived at the bottom floor. They quickly
detangled and straightened out their clothes. As the valet pulled
the car around, Mason took a tissue out of her purse. Cole tried to
see her face, but she turned away from him.

They got into the
car and without saying anything, she drove a few blocks down to her
office parking deck. She parked the car on the roof. Her face was
wet with tears. She collapsed, openly weeping, onto her hands on
the steering wheel.

“Hey, sweetheart,”
Cole said softly, caressing her hair. “What’s wrong, darling?” he
asked. “Are you hurt?” He was mortified thinking that he may have
triggered something or hurt her.

She took a deep,
ragged breath. Putting her head up, she took another tissue from
the side pocket of the car. She wiped her eyes and tried to clean
her face. She looked up and ahead through the windscreen. “No one’s
ever needed me like this Cole. No one’s ever really needed me at
all,” she sobbed, “and I didn’t want to need anyone either, ya
know? But damn it, I need you too,” her voice was catching, “I have
needed you with me for so incredibly long now and I’ve been holding
back from calling you because you’ve been so good to me, and I
didn’t want to push you or scare you. I...this need for you scares
the fuck out of me, though...” She got another tissue. “I don’t
suppose I look very good anymore,” she tried to laugh through her
tears, glancing at him sideways.

He smiled. He got
out of the car and walked around to her door and opened it. “Come
on. Take my hand.” He helped her out of the car and walked her over
to the edge of the parking deck. He stood with her for a minute,
looking out from the rooftop. From here, they could see the lights
from Times Square and north beyond.

“Do you see this,
Mason?” he gestured toward the view. “How many times have you
looked at this? How many nights, since you’ve been here, have you
looked at this very sight?” he asked.

“Thousands. I
mean, I used to see this every night,” she replied, still wiping
her face.

“And when did you
tire of it? When did you stop needing to be here?”

“Oh, well I can’t
imagine a day when I’ll get tired of this. This is part of me, and
I’ll always need it. I think it’s something that just happens when
people meet New York,” she laughed, lightly.

He turned to her.
“Now do you understand?”

She looked at him.
“Understand what?”

He took her hand
and stepped closer to her. “This is how I need you. What you said
at the club, what you said just now, about this city, it’s the same
thing. It happened to me when I met you and now you’ve become a
part of me. I can’t see a day when I would ever tire of seeing your
gorgeous face, or truly needing
you beside me.”

She looked away,
giggling. “I look awful, Cole.”

“I said,
‘gorgeous’, even as it is right now,” he giggled with her, “or
looking in your eyes, or feeling your smile in my heart.” He was
smiling the biggest smile she’d ever seen.

“I do, Cole. I can
feel how much you need,” she said softly, “how deeply you connect
when we make love. Even during something as ratchet as that little
session at the club, I still feel you but when you leave me, it’s
like something’s been ripped away…” Her words caught in her
throat.

“Mason,” he
interrupted. “We need to talk about this but right now, there’s a
lot of highly charged emotion. Can we please go home?” He stopped
short. Home? He looked at her and she locked eyes with him. “I...I
mean...” he stammered.

“I don’t know how
many times you’ve said it, ‘Home’,” she said, never breaking his
stare. She squinted slightly. “Where’s home, Cole? What do you
mean?” She froze in place.

He could see she
wasn’t going to let go of this, but he didn’t care anymore. She
felt like home. Home for him was going to be wherever they were
together. He straightened himself, squared his shoulders and looked
her in the eye.

“Home, Mason,” he
said firmly, “I know what I said, and I know what I meant. You,
Mason. It doesn’t matter where we are. You’re my home.”

She looked at him,
slightly shocked by his words. She walked to him and put her hand
on his cheek. He leaned into her palm as was his wont. She kissed
him lightly on the forehead. “Ok, Honey. Let’s go home,” she said
softly.

He kissed her
deeply and hugged her close to him. They walked back to the car and
headed for Long Island.

When they got to
the house and walked inside, Mason didn’t turn the overhead lights
on. Instead, she turned on the media settings which were a very dim
set of perimeter lights. Cole took his bag to the bedroom. When he
walked back toward the living room, Mason was sitting on the sofa,
checking her phone.

“Water, m’love?”
he asked as he headed to the kitchen.

“Yes, please,” she
answered.

He sat down next
to her and bolted about half of his bottle. He was parched from the
liquor and the activity. Mason laid her phone on the coffee table
and turned to face Cole.

“So, what now?”
she asked, “I don’t want you to ever pack another bag unless you
have to go back to London for work.”

“I don’t even want
to do that,” Cole said. He was going to lay everything out for her.
He didn’t want to tread lightly anymore. “Frankly, Mason, I haven’t
wanted to leave you since the first day we spent together. The week
I spent in London after you bought this house was unbearable. I
felt like a stranger in my own city. The nights we made love here,
after I’d given my fucking soul to you then had to leave you made
me feel like shit, as if I weren’t looking after you properly. This
space is my refuge when we’re here together and I know this house
is yours. I get it. I feel so incredibly humbled that you’ve graced
me with your permission to be here with you. More than that, this
is the place where I want to take care of you, where I want to love
and nurture you. I want to be here, in this place, for you,” He
stopped. He wanted to hear what she had to say. He’d put it all out
there and now he needed her response. He hoped against hope that
she would desire the same things, but he had to hear it.

She didn’t even
know what to say at this time. She was feeling so much love for him
right now that she didn’t know where to begin. “Cole, first of all,
I understand the difficulties of your job and I know that leaving
here on those nights is what we BOTH thought you should do. While
you might have felt you weren’t caring for me, I know you were
doing the best you could, even though I know my loneliness has
often got the best of me. This house feels like we both belong
here. When you’re not here, it feels as empty as the first day I
toured it. I want you here and I don’t think of it as I ‘own’ this
place. You own me, Cole. You own my heart. We are doing this
together.”

She was going to
take a chance and up the ante. “I want to build something with you.
I want US to really build something. You can’t deny that we have
something incredibly special here. We get along so easily. I get
chills when I see you and my heart tells me that won’t ever go
away. We deeply care for each other. We think about each other’s
feelings, and we take that seriously. We’ve stumbled here and there
but overall, we’re very solid…so why not start building a life
together? Here.” She stopped. She instantly felt the wall going up
a little. Maybe she’d gone too far. She looked down at her hands.
“I’m sorry. I’m rushing in,” she said quietly. She had to stop, or
she was going to cry, and she knew that wasn’t fair. She didn’t
want him to think she used tears as a weapon.

He hadn’t expected
all of this, and he had shut down a bit. At the same time, she
wasn’t saying anything he hadn’t already thought. They’d taken the
journey this far. Is it time to settle
down and build something permanent? Maybe.

“Mason,” he lifted
her chin to look into her eyes where her tears remained unwept.
“Don’t cry, darling. We’ve built a lot already and I love it. It’s
got a solid foundation and good bones,” he smiled, and she giggled
at the reference. “I’m ready to live here with you and let that be
our next step in building our life together. What do you
think?”

“How will you
manage work though?” Mason asked. That had always been the rub. He
had to be careful where he worked because of security.

“I’m going to call
my office Monday and let them know what I’m doing. They are going
to have some security demands, nothing major. Obviously, we’ll
clear everything together but I’m sure it will involve cameras and
door locks and I’ll need an office. We can share your office, if
you can tolerate me, but we’ll definitely have to secure your
shitty network,” he said, and she laughed out loud.

“Cole, this all
sounds so incredibly James Bond,” she said, smiling salaciously.
“It’s turning me on.” She cocked one eyebrow.

He was aware of
the scent of their previous session, still on her and it had been
fucking with him since they left the club. The knowledge that she’d
been walking through the club dripping, completely claimed, turned
up a fierce primitive arousal in him. “Come here then, Miss
Galore,” he said. He leaned in to kiss her, pushing her back on the
sofa. He was laying fully in between her legs. He kissed her neck
and between her breasts as much as the deep V in her dress would
allow. As he moved further down, she sat up slightly.

“Cole, I
haven’t...I need a shower,” she whispered.

He stopped and
looked up into her eyes. “No, my dear. You don’t,” he half growled.
She lay her head back and resigned herself to his desires. He
pulled the hem of her dress up above her waist. He moved to bury
his face between her legs. He wanted to taste her, him, all of it,
the musk of everything from their little session at the club. She
trembled as his tongue pushed deep into her. He used his thumb to
tease her pearl as he licked everything from inside her. Her moans,
her ragged breathing, her choked cries all served to increase his
wanton desire.

He was hard once
again and wanted to be one with her more than ever before. He stood
up and took his belt off in that one fluid motion he’d practiced
for years. She watched him undress while she rubbed herself,
waiting for the moment when she could see his hardness. It always
thrilled her to see what she could do to him. He finally stripped
completely and lay down again between her legs, his eyes locked
with hers, his tip right against her button. He was rubbing her,
feeling her tense up as he stroked her most sensitive spot. He
watched her arch her back and gasp in uncontrolled ragged breaths.
This only served to excite him more, knowing that he could bring
this beautiful woman to these heights.

“I need your cock
in me now, Fuck. Do you want me to beg?” she whimpered. She had
thrust her hips up to take him inside, knowing that in this
position it was futile and still she wanted him to push into her
more than anything right now.

“No, darling,” he
said, surprised and fueled by her language. “No begging tonight.
We’re both going to get what we want.” He tried to control his
voice but with his rising arousal, he didn’t know if he could talk
much longer.

“Please,” she
begged anyway, “Please, Cole, fuck me right here,” and at the sound
of his name, he knew he could wait no longer.

He reached down
with his hand and guided himself into her. He made long, even
strokes in and out of her as he used his hand to rub her swollen
pearl. She felt her orgasm hit out of nowhere, forcing her to arch
her hips against his and she stopped breathing. It came on with
such intensity that she couldn’t catch her breath.

Feeling her arch
against him brought on an intense, primal emotion, emerging from
deep within him and he cried out as he emptied himself inside her.
This was their most powerful union yet and he couldn’t help but
think that it was because they were beginning this new journey of
togetherness. He hadn’t even noticed he was weeping. The tears
flowed over his face and down onto Mason’s skin.

She turned
slightly and cupped his cheek, wiping away his tears. “I love you,
Cole,” she whispered. “I love you. You’ll always be safe here with
me.”

“Oh, my sweet baby
girl,” he said softly, “You are my world. I love you; I truly and
deeply care for you, and I won’t leave you,” he traced a finger
down her cheek, and she smiled.

“I really do need
a shower, now though,” she giggled. He laughed softly, “Yes, we
both do, darling.”


CHAPTER
33

Monday came and
Cole called Brice to explain that he was going to be moving in with
Mason.

“Cole, you weren’t
sent there for this,” Brice said, chuckling.

“Of course, not,”
Cole laughed. “Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are, I guess,
but this is what I’m doing. I’m moving in with her and I’m staying.
I don’t want to be traveling back and forth to London every few
months.”

“She means that
much, does she,” he asked, rhetorically. “Asked her to marry you, I
suppose?”

Cole stopped. The
thought of marriage hadn’t fully crossed his mind yet. “Well, if
I’m being honest, I haven’t…”

“Oh, well, that’ll
come, Cole,” Brice said. “Right now, we must figure out what we
need to have in place to keep your data safe. We still want you
with us. We don’t want to lose you.”

Cole sighed with
relief. “That’s good to hear. Well then, what are the next steps?”
he asked.

“Unfortunately,
you will need to come back and get some paperwork filed to work
outside the country,” Brice said. “You have to do that in person
and it could take a week or so. Sorry.”

Cole’s mood sank.
One more time, he had to tell Mason that he was leaving. She
couldn’t come with him. His part in the Brooklyn project was all
but done but hers would go on for another few months.

“Right,” he said,
frustrated. “Let’s do it now before we make these changes to the
house. That way I can get settled when I get back with no
interruption.”

“Sounds good,”
Brice said, “I’ll try to have everything ready so you can get here,
get this done, and get right back.”

“That would be
great, Brice. Thank you.”

“Mason,” he walked
into her office.

She looked up,
“What did Brice say?” she asked.

“He’s fine with
it, happy for us,” he paused, sighing. Making the
arrangements…”

“What do you
mean?” she asked, worriedly, “What arrangements?”

He sat down across
the desk from her. “Mason, darling, I have to go back for about two
weeks in order to complete some paperwork that lets me live here
and work from the UK. I have to do it in person,” he said, looking
into her eyes for a read.

She wasn’t happy.
“Fuck, Cole…” she said, putting her head in her hands. “When? When
are you going back?”

He took a beat and
said as calmly as possible, “As soon as possible. I am turning over
the network for penetesting tomorrow and then…I’m getting on a
plane.”

Her eyes widened.
“So, we just have tonight? Then you’re leaving.” She was surprised
by the quickness, but she tried to look at the positive. When he
came back, he would be living with her. She closed her eyes to
gather her thoughts. “Cole, it’s fine,” she gave him that gentle
smile he loved so much. “When you get back, everything will move
forward without you having to go back, right?”

“Absolutely,
darling,” he assured her. “No pulling back, no hesitation. I’ll be
bringing my stuffies and PJs and then you’re stuck with me,” he
giggled.

She stood up and
leaned over the desk. “See to it you bring any toys you like too,”
she said softly.

He swallowed hard.
“Yes ma’am,” he said looking up at her.

“Good boy,” she
said, kissing his forehead.

Eight hours on a
plane wasn’t conducive to Cole’s bad habit of overthinking things.
By the time he got to his flat, he was stressed beyond normal, and
he was glad to see Shaun.

“Cole! Ey up
cock!” Shaun drew him into a big bear hug. He held onto Shaun just
a little tighter than ever and started to cry. The stress was
getting to him and seeing and holding on to his old friend was a
profound comfort.

“Aye,” Shaun said,
still holding on to him. “What’s this then?”

Cole pulled away
from him. “Oh, Shaun. I guess I’m just overthinking
this…”

“Si’ down,” Shaun
said, retrieving two Guinness from the refrigerator. He handed one
to Cole with some tissues. “Nathen, tell me what’s on?”

“First of all,
Mason says Hi,” he said.

“Aye, t’lass has
text me to look after tha,” he said

Cole laughed. “Of
course she has,” he drew deep on the beer. It was cold and the buzz
was helping him calm down. “I’m sorry. It’s just Brice…it was just
something Brice said,”

“What’d he
say?”

“He said have I
asked Mason to marry me,” Cole replied.

“‘Ave
tha?”

“No. I hadn’t
really given it much thought,” he said

“Tha daft bugger!”
Shaun said. “Ah said…”

“Yes, I know,”
Cole said. “I swear I’m getting there. But honestly, now I’m
wondering. There are some things…”

“Gi’o’a!” Shaun
said, firmly. “Stop right there. Tha’il fettle it. Whate’er it is,
commit to workin on it but doan let ‘er go. She’s a grand lass.
Tha’il not find another.”

“I know. I’m
sure,” Cole said, running his hands through his hair. “Look, I’m
going to get this paperwork done as fast as possible and go back,
maybe early.”

“Aye, Ah think tha
should,” Shaun said. He put his hand on Cole’s arm. “Mebbe while
thas ‘ere, find a ring. It’ll do tha sum good at least
lookin’.”

“Would you go with
me?” Cole said, the faintest of smiles crossing his
face.

Shaun smiled a shy
smile, “Aye, Ah’m flattered,” he said.

“Fucking hell,”
Cole laughed. “I’m glad I’m back. I feel so much better talking to
you.”

“Gi’ ‘er a call,
Cole,” Shaun said, “Let ‘er know thas safe.”

“I will…what about
dinner?” Cole asked.

“Aye, Ah’m goan t’
pub. Let’s go.”

Cole managed to
get the paperwork through in a week but the longer he stayed, the
more the demons wrestled with him, trying to convince him that he
wasn’t ready and providing all the reasons why he wasn’t good
enough for her. His calls with Mason were strained too as he was
trying to concentrate on getting done what he had to. He hadn’t
eaten much in the week he was there and by Friday, he was stressed
as fuck, and alone.

Shaun had gone to
Yorkshire for the early part of the week and Cole was glad he was
due back tonight. Cole figured Shaun would probably head to the
pub, so Cole headed there early. A good whisky night might be just
the thing to clear his head. As he entered the pub, he went to the
barkeep and gave him his card.

“Whisky,” he said
and pointed to a booth in the back. He felt surprisingly good as he
sat down. The barkeep came over and poured two fingers, neat.
“Leave the bottle,” Cole said.

“Aye,” the barkeep
said, “Right, then. Anything to eat?”

“I think I’ll
wait,” he responded, and the barkeep left him.






-At the
pub-






She didn’t
respond. He hoped they could text, but it was only noon there and
she might still be busy with work. He texted Shaun.






-At the
pub-






He didn’t expect a
reply. Shaun was probably already on his way back.

As he drank, Cole
thought back over the torrid week. He’d managed to get a collar
made for Mason. He wanted her to have one, signifying that she
belonged to only him. His dear friend, Rachel, had gone all out to
make it perfect. Pink leather, a gold heart for the ring. It
couldn’t have come out better. It was breathtaking and she was so
accommodating getting it done in this abbreviated time. It wasn’t a
diamond but that would come later, he hoped…and here’s where the
demons struck up their conversation.

Will she even say
yes?

Why would
she?

He doesn’t have
much to offer her that she can’t do for herself.

True. She’s done a
lot for herself already.

Is he even worthy
of her?

She’s beautiful
and powerful.

She really
deserves a man of similar stature.

Cole slugged
another shot to try and quiet them. He’d never aspired to be
powerful, to run in those circles. Her circle was different. They’d
already accepted him, and he felt he belonged there. He felt they
respected him…right?

He looked at his
phone. Where was she? She’d mentioned seeing a play…Wait, what
time…and minus 5 hours…His thoughts were scrambled by the booze,
and they were circling the drain.

The demons were
being fueled by the whisky and insisted nothing he had to offer her
would ever be good enough. He looked at his watch. The drinks must
have hit harder than he expected because it was hard to see. His
mood had steadily deteriorated, and the doubts were flooding his
thoughts at this point. This had been a bad idea and he wished like
anything she’d called him back.

“Cole!” Shaun was
heading towards him through the crush of the bar patrons. The
whiskey bottle was half empty, and his wits were about all done in.
Too long without eating or drinking anything substantial had him
numb. Why am I agonising over this? Why is
it so hard to just go all in?

“Shaun,” he said,
weakly. “I...I’m…”

“For fuck’s sake,
mate,” Shaun looked at him with a mix of frustration and pity. “Tha
gotta get yer shit together. Tis three am,” he said.

“Well then, I must
be lonely.” Cole replied, draining his glass.

Shaun rolled his
eyes. “Come on, then. Let’s gerround ‘ome.” He put his card down on
the bar, but the barkeep cashed out the bill and handed him Cole’s
card. Once they got outside, Shaun helped his friend into the car
and buckled him in.

“Doan shoot t’ cat
till we gi’ tha ‘ome, yeah?” He admonished.

Cole put his arm
on the door and his head on his arm. He was feeling just a little
lightheaded a few hours ago but now he was praying to all that was
holy not to chuck before he got home. He tried to think, reason why
he was doubting committing to Mason instead of embracing a good
thing. This week had been a distraction but now he had to make the
choice. Moving in with her and not being ready to work towards
something permanent seemed unfair…

They were finally
home, and Shaun helped Cole up his steps. Cole staggered inside and
fell onto the couch. He laid back, putting one foot on the floor,
and hoped the room wouldn’t spin. Shaun took off his jacket and sat
down in the chair. He wasn’t going to leave his friend alone
tonight, but he was also going to try to talk some sense into
him.

“Cole,” he said
sternly, “This is daft. Wha’ is wrong wi’ ye? Mason’s text me ev’ry
day since tha been here.”

“Why? I’ve been
talking to her,” he mumbled.

“Because thas
scarin’ her inta thinkin’ theur not goin’ home. Ah swear, Ah’m
about ta bray theur ‘ead…”

Cole suddenly felt
that pang of self-loathing. He’d let himself down and let her down
too...again.

“Shaun, I think
I’m scared. I don’t know what to do.” He was losing the buzz,
anyway, might as well sit up. “I feel paralysed, like I can’t make
the next move. I feel like marriage is right and God knows I want
her in my life forever.”

“Cole, what’s
getten tha spooked?” Shaun asked gently. “She’s a luvl’y lass. Thas
had good times together. “

“If I think hard
enough about it,” Cole continued, “I don’t feel like I’m worthy of
her. But let’s pretend I am. If I lose her later, I don’t think
I’ll survive. Do you know what I mean? Does that even make sense?”
His head wasn’t spinning so much but it was starting to ache. He
rubbed his eyes and forehead.

Shaun got up and
grabbed them each a bottle of water from the fridge. He returned
and handed one to Cole. He opened the water and bolted about half
of it. The headache had become irritating.

Shaun tried to
give some perspective. “Cole, thas thinkin’ on again. Tha thinks
ower much. It’s simple. Work on it ev’ry day. It’s only things
neglected that go to shambles, yeah? If tha go back to ‘er, thas
not making a commitment to bein’
ev’rything she needs. Thas making a commitment
to workin’ on yer
relationship, a partnership wi’ ‘er and lettin’ that be ev’rything
that she needs. Ewen if nowt works and things go off, thas ‘ad an
amazin’ time wi’ ‘er. It’s naw t’ end of t’ world.”

“It’s a damn good
start,” Cole replied. He drank more water.

“Listen,” Shaun
went on, “She’s called me twice. She’s worried about tha. If tha
keep leaving ‘er confused, she’s goin’ ta stop worryin’, yeah? Tha
doan want that.”

“Shaun, what do I
do?

“Tek a fucking
chance, gormless.” Shaun was about through with all the second
guessing and this maudlin mood. “Call ‘er and tell ‘er thas comin’
‘ome tomorrow.”

“I still have
another few days…” Cole started.

“Gerround there
and pin her down. Fuckin’ hell. She hasn’t gi’ tha any reason to
doubt ‘er. She waited longer than Ah’d ‘ave for tha.” That sounded
weird and Cole glanced at him sideways. “Fuck, tha kin what Ah
mean,” Shaun said. “I’m bookin’ a ticket right. Theur flight leaves
day after at four a.m. Tha’il be back with Mason by Sunday
mornin’.”

Cole sighed. He
knew he was a mess tonight and the whisky was letting the demons
win. He just needed to sober up and get some clarity and get back
to Mason. Shaun was right and he didn’t want her knowing about
this. “Please don’t tell her how you found me tonight. I’ll get on
the plane, I promise.” Cole pleaded with him.

“Tha need a car?”
Shaun asked.

“I do,” he
said. I do. Two
simple words and in saying them, clarity suddenly set in for
him.

“Git some sleep,
and call her tomorrow, ya clart noggin,” Shaun settled into the
chair to sleep.

Cole lay on the
couch, trying hard to sort why he’d let himself slip and why this
situation had scared him so much. He knew better but somehow these
swan dives felt terrifyingly comfortable. Now, in this moment, one
thing had become clear. He was deeply in love with Mason, and he
had to tell her that he wanted to spend the next part of forever
falling even deeper.

The next day,
through his hangover haze, he managed to wind up his business with
Brice and he could return to New York. As he packed that night, a
definitive plan was already beginning to form in his mind as his
future became clearer to him. He had the collar for her, and he’d
picked up an inexpensive, plain diamond ring. After he proposed, he
would take her to find a ring she liked to replace it.

Boarding the
plane, he caught sight of his reflection in the dark window. He
looked like shit, tired, dehydrated, hungry, but an energy began to
fill him as he thought about asking Mason to marry him. He laid his
head back to get some sleep before he saw her again. His mind raced
with what to do first. Apologize. Explain. Then with everything in
him, hold her, kiss her. He would take her to the pub. The pub?
Yes, the pub had been part of so many incredible memories for them.
It would always be there. He hadn’t called her yet, but he was sure
that returning early would be a welcome surprise for her. He wished
with all his heart that he looked better and felt better
physically. She didn’t deserve him in this condition. Somehow, he’d
make it up to her. Maybe some
sleep.


CHAPTER
34

“Shaun, I hope I’m
not bothering you while you’re with your parents but I’m a little
worried about Cole.”

“Naw, lassie,”
Mason heard Shaun’s comforting voice. “Doan worry. ‘E’s been so
busy, and the jetlag is kickin’ ‘is arse. ‘Es barely eatin’ but ‘es
jus’ trying ta get back fast.”

“I just…It’s not
like him to not pick up the phone or text back,” she
said.

“Hae tha not
spoken ‘t all?” Shaun asked concerned.

“We have. He, um,
he doesn’t sound like himself. He…Shaun, just tell me. Is he not
coming home?” She swallowed hard and tried to stem the tears. Her
conversations with Cole had been so stressed, sparse, and vague. It
wasn’t like the last time he’d gone away when he stayed in touch,
texting, talking. He sounded distant and distracted.

“Ohhh, lassie, o’
course, ‘e can’t wait ta gi’ back to tha,” Shaun’s gentle voice
reassured her. “‘E’s comin’ back as soon as ‘e can but it’s umpteen
to get done.”

“I’m sorry,
Shaun,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m probably just
overreacting.”

Shaun chuckled.
“Aye, tha both do that. Ah’m headed back ta London tonight anyway.
Ah’ll find ‘im. Talk to ‘im. Ah’m sure ‘es fine. Jus’ tryin’ ta get
done.”

“Ok,” she said.
“I’m here tonight. Tomorrow night I’m going to a show with a friend
then I’ll be home. My phone will be off during the
show.”

“Doan worry,”
Shaun said. “Ah’ll ‘ave ‘im call tha.”

Mason had barely
eaten or drank anything since he left. She wasn’t feeling great but
this entire week she’d kept herself busy so she wouldn’t miss Cole.
She’d worked 16-hour days so that she could collapse in bed instead
of waiting for his call which had only come a few times. She’d
chalked his foul mood up to the jet lag and time difference and
maybe not wanting to leave in the first place. Still, he didn’t
have to take it out on her. The longer the week went on, the more
frustrated she became. Today was Friday and she was so stressed
that when Reese stopped by earlier, she’d agreed to see Phantom
with him Saturday night just to get out of the house and do
something. Like he said, it’s just friends.

She decided to
meet Reese at the theatre. There was a fair-sized crowd already
waiting for entry and she was looking down the busy sidewalk when
she saw him. He was dressed in Versace joggers and a black button
down, open over a tee shirt. He looked very hip and casual, and she
envied him the luxury of dressing down for anything. She always
dressed to go out, never knowing whom she might meet or what
opportunity might lie in a crowd. The evening was warm, and she’d
chosen a new, casual, Michael Kors lace dress and pumps.

As Reese
approached her, he slowed his pace for a moment to take her in.
He’d seen her at the office many times, beautiful, fresh,
professional. Here she was, however, her hair down, casual, natural
makeup, no heels. She looked stunning to him, and his body ached
with desire for her. He tried to keep it from showing in his eyes
but as he smiled at her admiringly, he wasn’t sure he’d completely
succeeded.

“Mason, you look
amazing,” he said, his voice was deep and smooth.

“Thank you,” she
replied. “Reese, thanks again. This was nice of you. I kinda needed
to get my mind off things.”

“Work things or
Cole things?” he asked.

“Maybe some of
both,” she said, “I haven’t heard much from him and…sorry. I’m sure
he’s just busy.”

“Sure,” he said,
reassuringly. “Hey, he’d be crazy to leave a gorgeous woman like
you waiting.”

She blushed.
“Thanks. That’s kind. I’m sorry for dumping,” she said.

“No problem,
Mason,” he said, kindly. “Anyway, you’re finally going to see this
show before it goes off. You’d regret missing it.”

“I’m sure I
would,” she laughed. “Oh, hey, those samples are ready. Do you mind
coming out to the Island after to pick them up?”

“Not at all,” he
said.

Mason really
enjoyed the spectacular performance, and it took her mind off Cole
and everything else for a while. Reese had been a perfect gentleman
as they sat together, and it was relaxing to be immersed in this
dark fantasy world for a few hours. The show was a long one and it
was nearly 2100 by the time she was headed home. Reese followed her
to the house.

“That was
absolutely amazing,” Mason gushed as she walked through the
door.

“Right?” Reese
said, “I told you. The whole cast was tight, as if they’d grown up
doing this show from children. I’ve never seen a show that well
done, and I saw this show when it first opened. This cast is the
best, though.”

“I mean, I love
Lloyd Weber anyway so,” she laughed, “it was already going to be
great. Thanks again. This was the break I really
needed.”

He sat at the
counter. “Hey, I’m sorry you had a stressful week,” he said. “This
project is winding down so maybe you’ll get back to regular selling
soon?”

“Yeah,” she said,
looking through her new wine rack, “Wine?”

“Uh, beer?” he
asked.

“Sure,” she popped
the top on a Guinness and sat it in front of him. “Glass or
no?”

“No,” he chuckled.
“I’m good, thanks.”

She opened a
bottle of Shiraz and poured a generous glass for
herself.

“So, you got all
the samples done?” he asked. “You’ve been on site nearly every day
this week.”

“Well, it wasn’t
easy but with Cole gone, I just had a lot of energy. I haven’t
slept much. I was really feeling frustrated when you asked about
going to the show. It’s done a lot to lift my spirits so, thank you
again,” she said, pulling hard on the wine.

“Seriously,
Mason,” he said, softly, “It was my pleasure.”

She looked across
the counter at him. He stared into her eyes much like Cole and her
senses told her that he was open to her. She drank deep on her wine
again. It might not be good to have him
here too long.

“Sooo when is Cole
due back?” he asked.

“Uh, next Friday
or Saturday,” she said, “but if he gets done with what he needs to
do, it’ll be sooner.” She drained her glass and poured another. The
wine was smooth, and it was going down easy. She was sure she’d
sleep pretty well tonight, and she needed that. Her exhaustion
wasn’t helping her mood.

“So, when is the
big day?” he asked her, smiling.

“What do you
mean?” she asked, pausing. “Oh, we’re not there. We haven’t even
known each other for a year yet,” she giggled.

“Well, the way Jay
talks about you two, you’d think he was gonna be walking you down
the aisle soon,” he chuckled.

She laughed, “You
know, it does feel right but Cole has to work out things with his
job being in the UK and him working here,” she drank about half of
her second glass. “That’s where he is now.”

“Yeah, that’s a
lot,” he said, absently, draining his beer. “Well, I hope one day,
I get to find what you two have.” He looked into her eyes,
thoughtfully as he stood to go.

“Oh, you will,”
she said, “It’ll happen. Maybe you should hang around the pub.
Seemed to work for me,” she giggled.

“Of all the dating
strategies I’ve seen, I’m not sure anyone’s mentioned hanging at a
pub,” he laughed. “You’re a real innovator, Mason.”

She had walked him
to the door and as he opened it, she suddenly remembered the
samples.

“Oh, for crying
out loud, the samples are in my office,” she said. “Let me go get
them.”

As she turned
around, she realized the wine had hit her pretty hard. She stumbled
slightly, nearly losing her balance altogether. He caught her arm
and pulled her in to him to keep her from falling. The feeling of
her body against him, her perfume, her hair cascading down over his
arm sent chills through him that he couldn’t quite
suppress.

“Woah, Mason, are
you ok?” he asked, softly.

She shook her head
slightly and took a deep breath, steadying herself. “I am,” she
laughed lightly. “Guess that wine was a bit strong, eh?” She said,
looking into his golden eyes. She was dizzy and her body was
trembling in Reese’s arms.

Reese laughed with
her, “I guess so. Shiraz is pretty potent.” He let her go but held
on to her arm to support her.

She looked at him
carefully. “Are you ok to drive?” she asked, quietly.

“I think so,” he
said looking at his car. “I could use a...Water…” he looked back
into her eyes.

She was suddenly
caught up in his golden eyes, the sound of his voice, his
closeness. He reached behind her, running his hand up the back of
her neck, grabbing her hair, he firmly and passionately pressed his
lips to hers. She reached out and pulled his body into hers. With
his lips still on hers, he closed the door and pushed her back into
the house. Breaking their kiss, he looked at her. The wanton look
in her eyes was enough. She wanted him tonight and he was ready to
take her.

Her heart madly
pounded in her chest as she allowed Reese to strip her of her
clothes, all the while making their way to the guest room. Her mind
was awash in wine and pure lust, overcoming her common sense. Even
though she had never thought of him this way before, now she
couldn’t think of anything except wanting him inside
her.

Once in the guest
bedroom, he slipped off the rest of their clothes. Picking her up,
he pushed her back on the bed and lay down beside her, pressing his
lips to hers. As their tongues intertwined, he couldn’t believe
this was all happening. He’d desperately wanted to touch her like
this since the first day he saw her and being close to her everyday
had built his raw desire for her. He’d always hoped she would one
day return his passion and now his fantasy was playing out before
him. He knew she was drunk but his desire for her overrode what he
knew was the right thing to do. He ran his hand directly down her
body and between her legs. She spread her legs immediately to give
him full access.

“That’s it,” he
said and began to rub her slowly between her lips, his full hand
opening her and inserting two fingers. She arched her hips
instinctively as he slowly slid in and out of her. He liked the way
she felt inside, her warmth, her wetness, the way she contracted
her muscles around his hand which he had now fully inserted into
her. He didn’t know if she was doing that deliberately or it was
instinct, but he loved the way it felt, like fire in him. She was
beautiful, thick, round, soft, everything about her body was what
his body craved.

She reached down
to take him into her hand. He was fully hard, thick. She pulled on
him, feeling him tremble. She wasn’t going to be able to wait. His
hand inside her was making her wet. He removed his hand and rolled
on top of her, positioning himself to enter her. She guided him in,
and he gave over to thrusting himself into her, faster than he’d
have liked. He took a long deep breath to slow himself. He pulled
out of her and whispered, “Roll over and get your ass in the
air.”

She turned over
and brought her knees under her, hips up, giving him full access to
her.

He smacked her ass
a few times, then he slowly pushed himself into her. He waited a
minute to allow her to adjust to the position and then slowly
stroked in and out of her. She was so wet; he wasn’t sure he could
hold back.

She felt him push
in from behind and as she was trying to adjust to his fullness, he
slipped his hand around her hip and between her legs. He found her,
that one spot. He was bringing her to a pinnacle, and she craved a
fast release. She came hard and he had her in a fierce grip,
holding them together. She let go of her senses, she just wanted to
ride the waves of ecstasy that swept through her. The subtle grind
he did with his hips as he began again to thrust himself inside her
was deep and passionate. She threw back against him and felt him
explode hard, as he viciously gripped her hips while coming
down.

He leaned over her
and wrapped his arm firmly around her waist, planting small kisses
on her back, just holding her tenderly. “Fuck, that was good,” he
said, pulling her hips against him.

She couldn’t think
anymore. She was close to passing out and without saying anything
she crawled under the covers with Reese lying beside her and they
quickly fell asleep.

She woke up to an
alarm going off. She turned over and to her absolute horror, she
saw Reese in bed with her. Her mind went back to the night before
and she felt sick enough to nearly vomit. What the fuck have I done?

“Reese,” she said,
a bit frantically. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You have to
go.”

Reese had been
lying beside her, watching her sleep, wishing things would be ok in
the morning but now he wished he’d left when he woke up at three
am. He knew then this wasn’t going to be good, and he knew she was
going to regret everything. Cole might not have been moving forward
but she was in love with him for the long haul and Reese could see
now, in the stark morning light, a midnight fling wasn’t likely
going to change her mind.

“Mason…I’m...uh…I’m sorry too,” he said, climbing out of bed.
He went to the living room to find his clothes.

She grabbed some
clothes and used the guest bathroom to clean up. She felt like she
had to at least douche. She’d get a proper shower and change after
he left. Still, she strapped on her SIG. She didn’t want any
trouble before he left and better safe than sorry.

Once he was
dressed, Reese headed to her office to get the suitcase of
samples.

She was nauseated
and still dizzy. She went to the kitchen to put some coffee on. How
in the fuck? Her mind was spinning. She couldn’t remember when or
how anything had started. Their conversation hadn’t even been like
that and…FUCK...how would she ever tell Cole? She wept as she tried
to get things together in the kitchen. She was angry with herself
for letting him down, for betraying his trust and for what? Because
the wine made her horny? She’d promised to guard his heart. Wave
after wave of nausea swept over her and her head was throbbing.
She’d got coffee on. What the fuck was he
playing at? She just wanted him
gone.


CHAPTER
35

Where’s the
creamer? Mason was staring mindlessly into
the fridge, her head pounding, when she caught, out of the corner
of her eye through the gap in the drapes, a car pulling into the
easement. She wasn’t expecting anyone, so she figured it was just
someone turning around on the narrow street. The car shut off
though. She looked closer. It wasn’t Jay’s car. She was crossing
the living room to the front door when there was a knock, then a
key turned in the lock.

She froze, her
blood running absolutely cold. Only one other person had a
key.

Cole walked
through the door. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. He seemed
stressed to her. He didn’t even seem to be aware she was there at
first. He walked across the room toward the kitchen. He pulled a
glass out of the cupboard and drank some water, leaving the glass
in the sink. She finally started to add up what she could
see.

His skin looked
slightly pale, and his hair was dry so, dehydrated. This might be
the first water he’s had for a while. He looked so thin; a little
gaunt. Had he even eaten while he was gone? His clothes slightly
wrinkled so either a red-eye flight or he pulled them out of a
pile. He smelled reasonably clean so, red-eye. He was in a hurry to
get here. His eyes, dark, and there was some urgency in his
normally calm demeanor. He should have been holding her by now,
happy to see her. Instead, he seemed confused, as if he had a lot
to say and wanted to get it all out before he forgot. Overall, he
appeared completely physically and mentally exhausted.

“Mason, darling.
I’m so glad you’re here. Christ, I did everything possible to get
back home quickly. I couldn’t stay in London one more day. I just
had to be near you again,” he was rambling, and she was still
frozen in place. She couldn’t speak and she felt the color draining
from her face. He wasn’t supposed to be back yet.

Just then, Reese
walked out from the bedroom, pulling the bag of samples behind
him.

He stopped short
as he watched Cole cross the living room. There was no point trying
to explain anything. He stood frozen, awkward, wanting to just
disappear but also wanting to make sure Mason was safe. Cole seemed
a little frantic to him.

“I’m so sorry,”
Cole began, “Since I left, I’ve thought about us non-stop.
Honestly, Mason, I’ve spent this week just existing. I didn’t know
what I wanted. I started to doubt myself, if I could be the person
worthy of your trust, your love forever.” He paced
uncharacteristically, oblivious to anything in the room. “I
thought, you know, what if I couldn’t do it again? Maybe I just
couldn’t bear letting someone in far enough to hurt me again but,
fuck, I felt like I left my soul here with you and if ever I was
going to truly live again, I had to completely trust you and
myself…” he found himself talking to the wall. He’d come to the
back of the room and turned around. He stopped and finally took in
his surroundings.

Mason was there,
staring at him, wide eyed, her eyes welling up. He looked to his
left to see a man he didn’t know. Cole noted the bag, more than
overnight, sweats so he’s comfortable being in this house. He shook
off the inevitable, instinctive processing. WHY the fuck did this shit kick in all the time?
He locked eyes with Mason.

“Mason, I…” Reese
stammered, “Do you want me to keep your…key?”

Mason didn’t
speak. She’d locked eyes with Cole. She was in shock. She couldn’t
believe that he was here, well before he was due back and
why this exact moment...before she had a chance to think...before she had a chance
to figure out how to tell him. Cole was standing close enough for
her to smell his body’s perspiration and the cedar in his cologne.
She just stayed in place; her eyes still locked with
his.

Reese knew he was
never going to get an answer and somehow, it seemed appropriate. He
felt like shit both physically and emotionally. There was nothing
left to do except go. He dropped his key on the table by the door
and left.

“Who…Who was
that?” Cole asked slowly, as if coming out of a dream.

Mason just stood,
frozen, looking into his eyes. She couldn’t read him. She was still
trying to process the fact that he was here. She had nothing,
nothing clever to say, no answer, no way of explaining any part of
what had just happened. She was scrambling mentally to think of
something.

“Mason!” Cole said
sharply, snapping her out of her thoughts.

“Yes, Cole,” she
said, her voice trembling uncontrollably. “I’m sorry,” she
whispered. She blinked slowly, still hoping the words would
come.

Cole pointed to
the door. “Who was that?” he asked again, slowly, emphasizing each
word.

He took a few
deliberate steps towards her. His mind was restarting the
processing, everything, and this time he let it all run. The
stranger’s car parked in the driveway, not on the street and larger
than an overnight bag so not a short visit. He was wearing sweats,
so he was comfortable knocking around the house, this house…this
place Cole had called home, where he was so often comforted by her
touch, where he’d put on the kettle for them so many fucking times,
where he’d shared her grief, her joy, their passion, THIS house
that he’d celebrated with her, this house that contained nearly
every happy memory he’d made with her… Inside he was
screaming.

The stranger had
a key. Cole closed his eyes briefly as that
sank in.

And what of
Mason. This fucking Pet is lost for words. Quite unlike her.
He felt a deep, silent rage simmering inside him.
He unclenched his jaw and his hand. He had to stay cool. He didn’t
want to scare her. He just needed to know what had happened to the
woman he desperately loved.

“Mason, who the
FUCK was that?” He glared into her eyes. He prayed the anger would
stay, would intensify because behind it was only loss and tears and
mourning and he didn’t want her to see him weak.

She swallowed
hard, less able to hide her tears than he was. By all the gods, she
wasn’t going to break eye contact. She stood on a precipice between
her own strength and giving over to her tears and pain, but she
chose to stay strong.

“No one,” she
said, softly but firmly. Why not just say
you work with him? Why not just lie until you can figure this
out?

“No one?” He said
incredulously, his brows raised in disbelief. “Do you even know
what you’re saying?” His voice rising slightly, he was pacing. “He
had a key to this house, our home, for Christ’s sake, Mason. A fucking KEY!” he shouted.
“Surely,” he walked towards her quickly, “surely you know who’s got
a key to your own God damn HOUSE, Mason. Tell me you’re not that
fucking thick.” He stopped and stared at her. He wanted her to
fight back, to offer some reasonable explanation, something that
would let him believe that she hadn’t given away everything they’d
built to some “no one” in just a week.

She stayed silent
and trembling. She tried to keep her chin up defiantly, but she
felt like the effort was weak and at any rate, he knew. He already
knew. Why the questions? Why ask what he
doesn’t want answers to.

He looked away for
a moment and took a deep breath. Looking back into her eyes, he
asked, “If no one, Mason, then...why?” His eyes flamed, the
betrayal, like an open wound on his face.

“What?” She didn’t
even flinch but there was a hint of fear in her steady
gaze.

Lowering his
voice, he spoke through gritted teeth, “If no one…then
why?” His pain was
burning holes in his voice as he emphasized each word.

She didn’t blink.
She couldn’t control the tears welling up.

“I…I’m sorry.” Her
voice seemed smaller than usual even though she tried to steady it.
She swallowed hard, still never taking her eyes off him. “I’m so
sorry. I fucked up, I don’t have any…I’m so sorry,” her eyes were
shining with tears. She wished her head were clearer. She knew it
wasn’t his fault.

He flinched in
disbelief. Angry tears threatened to show themselves in his eyes.
“So, I was just
anyone.”

“Not just anyone…”
Her hands were trembling, her body shivered. She was losing
everything she loved. Inside, she was crying uncontrollably.
Outwardly, she tried to steady herself. She never broke his
stare.

His eyes went
dark.

At that moment,
perhaps a bit late, she realized, maybe just anyone could be
dangerous.

Maybe this isn’t
what I think. The desperate thought crossed
his mind as he closed the space between them with two angry strides
then stopped short. Did she play the same games with him? Had he
touched her like...Cole shook the thought away. He slipped one hand
around her neck and pulled her to him. Questions seared through his
mind. How long did it last? Did she learn anything new? Who made
the first move? He was angry, hurt, and he felt like a wild animal
right now. Worse, now, this close to her, he smelled the evidence
of the very thing he didn’t want to know. She’d given herself over
to the stranger. “For Christ’s sake, you reek of your own
shame.”

And that’s
why…

He nearly spat the
words at her as he looked over her body, disgusted. He leaned in
and softly growled into her ear. “If you can be had by a no one,
then perhaps you can be reclaimed by anyone, yeah?” He tightened
the grip on her neck. “I’m not afraid to teach you what you need to
learn about letting just anyone inside.” She went for her SIG, but
he blocked her draw and pulled her wrist up fast and squeezed
tightly. She let out a small whimper of pain. “Not today, my Pet.
I’ve done enough dying.” His voice cracked. Pulling away from her,
he saw her blue eyes had gone grey with indecision, and worse,
fear. He had to remember this wasn’t play. His body wanted to
dominate her right now. He wanted to take back the nights and days
they spent together, every look, every touch, every word, reclaim
every damn memory because he knew that now they’d never leave him
alone.

Stay and work it
out or leave everything behind? He was too
angry and hurt to think. He had to hand it to her. This went South
faster than he’d ever imagined it could…but he just couldn’t walk
out. He was thousands of miles from home.

Why did he ever
let her in? He should have left her alone. He wished to all the
gods that he could go back to the first night he saw her and walk
past her, out of the bar and suddenly he felt very alone and
foolish. He let go of her wrist, turned his back and took a few
steps. His pain outweighed his caution. He stood with his back to
her for a long minute. He felt so foolish for coming here, for
thinking he could be anything to her...but just...anyone. He heard
her take in a ragged breath. He turned to face her. Her eyes still
locked on him. Her face flush with emotion. Was that a tear on her
cheek? He didn’t fucking care.

Why is he still
here? She felt exhausted, badly hung over,
angry with herself for being so stupid, hopeless that Cole would
stay in the face of her indiscretion. If he’d choked her out for
good, she wouldn’t have blamed him and standing here, hip deep in
her own shame, she welcomed it. The light in the room seemed to
have dimmed dramatically as her self-loathing and fear mingled,
smoldered, then burned. She was tired of trying to hear him through
the blood pounding in her ears. She just wanted him to go away and
take her regret with him. Seeing him here, in pain like this
because of her was almost more than she could bear. She wasn’t
really going for her SIG. She just wanted to scare him…but he never
flinched. He never looked surer of what was going to happen next
and like an idiot, she STILL fucking wanted him. She took a ragged
breath as he turned to face her. This wasn’t the pain either of
them enjoyed. This wasn’t the pain she wanted to give him. She
wished the tear on her cheek hadn’t escaped her.
What the fuck now? Whatever you’re going to do,
make it fast.

She swallowed hard
and tried to steady her voice. “Cole,” she started, and he flinched
as if her saying his name physically struck him. “Cole, you haven’t
been taking care of yourself. You’re not you right now,” she
continued, “Please sit down. Please. If you don’t want to talk to
me, then go. I completely understand. I’d rather you stay and talk
to me. I want to explain…explain…” What?
Explain what? Have you not just proved the point? You’re a
worthless whore, Mason. A little too much booze and what, you
tripped and accidentally fell on another man’s dick?
Her demons were rushing in at once, and Cole would
not silence them now.

He slowly ran his
hands through his hair. How the fuck did she know? Then he caught a
glimpse of himself in the mirror on the wall. He felt exhausted but
this place now felt strange to him. She felt like a stranger. He
didn’t know what he wanted to do right now. He looked back at her
and immediately wished he hadn’t looked into her eyes, those liquid
pools of crystal that he longed to see, that were going to haunt
his sleep going forward.

Then something
snapped. A strange and detached calm came over him and he went with
it. He looked at his Pet, disobedient, scared. Whatever happened
next, he was going to control the scene.

He walked slowly
over to her. “I may not be myself right now,” as he got close to
her, “But I can plainly see and...” he sniffed, “smell...that
you’re not you either.”

“Cole, I think we
should just…” she started.

“SHUT UP!” He
shouted. He put his finger to her lips. “Shut. Up,” he said through
gritted teeth. “I don’t want to hear anything from you right now. I
just want to look at what’s left of the woman I moved Heaven and
Earth to get back to.” He put his hand around her neck and with one
swift movement, he removed her holster. He unholstered the weapon,
dropped the clip and unchambered the round. He put everything on
the coffee table and looked back at her. “Safety, Pet.” She quickly
caught her breath and took a slow blink. That familiar fire only he
could start in her was coursing through her body, burning
underneath her skin.

“So tell me,” he
demanded, “Tell me what you want. What you won’t do. If I have your
permission. TELL ME!” His voice caught. He put his hand around her
neck again and pulled her close, face to face. “Tell me…Tell me he
meant nothing. Tell me he wasn’t anything like me. Was it just to
get something you needed? Were you even satisfied, or did you
wish...it was me?” He looked into her eyes. He was desperate for
something, something to make everything make sense. He was suddenly
afraid he might go too far and let go of her neck, taking a step
back. He looked at the floor, putting his hands in his pockets, he
took a deep breath, a slow blink and looked at her.
Her fucking beautiful eyes…

She was too hung
over for all this emotion. She could barely think and just didn’t
want to do this…nothing mattered now anyway. She crossed her arms,
leveled one cocked brow at him and got quiet. “Why are you asking
questions you don’t really want the answers to? Will it make you
feel better for me to confirm that I fucked him? I’m not like you,
Cole. I can fuck someone I feel nothing for, but you already know
that. I was drunk and that’s not an excuse. With everything in me,
I just don’t fucking remember much of anything. My head is
pounding, and I just want to puke but I’ll try to answer your
insipid questions.”

Cole’s brows went
up. Ohhhh, this fucking pet has the
audacity to have an attitude. Noted.

“Did he mean
anything? I barely know him. Was it what I needed? I needed you.
Was I satisfied?” She looked at him, chin up, and her tears
unrestrained. “I’m ashamed to say…I don’t know. I just can’t
fucking remember it.” She stopped, bowing her head, sobbing
uncontrollably. Looking back at him, she brushed her hair from her
face. She steeled her eyes, cleared her throat, and set her jaw.
“Did I wish it was you?” her voice, once steady, cracked. “I always
want it to be you.”

“A quick fuck.
That’s what this was. Because…why? You’re ‘not like me’? Proud of
that, are you? What happened to being willing to walk my way and
meet in the middle? So, we met but, what, you couldn’t stay? You
went back. Like a dog to his fucking vomit. And that,” He gestured
angrily towards the door. “That ‘no one’ was worth throwing
everything away?”

She audibly
gasped, “Who said we have to throw this away? I made a mistake. I
just...All I made was one mistake.” Her tears streamed down her
face.

He smirked.
“Permission to fix it, then?” He was cold. He was still angry, but
he was not unmoved. He wanted her so badly right now, but she
couldn’t just have all of it right now. She didn’t deserve him at
his most vulnerable, at his most tender and giving. For his own
selfish reasons, this time he was going to abandon the rules and
punish her. She was going to let him. He stepped to her and wiped
away her tears. He gently pressed his lips to her cheek. He
couldn’t resist her, and it pissed him off.

She was determined
to not make this easy. At the same time, she couldn’t resist him.
His smell, his feel, his hands on her, his raw energy, she wanted
it all.

“Granted,” she
said firmly.

She heard the belt
crack, and before she saw what he was doing, her hands were bound
by it. He dragged her to the guest shower. He looped the belt
through the mounted ring and secured her. No shower curtain today?
She was making this too easy.

He stopped for a
moment, through his anger, he still wanted to protect her.
Why the fuck, he didn’t
know. At once he loved and loathed her. He leaned into her ear and
whispered, “Mercy, Pet. Mercy, yeah?” She nodded slowly. He paused,
giving her a moment to repeat it. “Exactly. Filthy fucking slut.
Make sure you really want to continue. This might not be
pretty.”

He pulled
something from his pocket. She saw a flash and a blade and the next
thing she knew, he was cutting her tee shirt off of her. Another
flash, and the blade was secured. She heard him put it on the
vanity. She tried to turn and look at him and saw him tossing the
pieces of her shirt into the small bin next to the sink.

“No bra? Really
should be more cautious, Pet,” he sneered at her.

He reached under
her and undid her jeans. He pulled them down with her underwear.
They were soaked, he assumed, from the session that he could smell
on her.

“Step out,” he
said.

She stepped out of
her jeans. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered.

“Quiet,” he
smacked her ass. “Don’t. Just don’t,” he snarled. “It’s far too
late for ‘sorry’. I will offer you absolution only if I want
to.”

Though she was
openly weeping, she nearly came hearing him say the words.
Fucking hell. She shook
her head sharply in an attempt to clear it. She dearly wished she
wasn’t so foggy.

He took the jeans
and the panties and walked out. She heard the front door.
Christ. She noticed he
had bound her fairly securely and her wrists were hurting. She
leaned forward against the wall, trying to relax her shoulders. She
heard the front door again and the lock clicked into place. He
walked past the bathroom where she was to the dungeon, and she
heard the shower in that room. She still wasn’t sure where his head
was at, and this was probably the most reckless she’d ever seen
him. The feelings coursing through her, and her hazy mind were
clouding all reasoning. She wanted to assume he wasn’t going to
seriously hurt her. After all, he’d given her a safeword. Still,
she couldn’t unhear the ominous warning he’d given.

He wasn’t ready
for this but fuck it. He’d thrown so much caution to the wind
recently, why start looking after himself now? He left her secured
in the shower, tossed her jeans and panties into the laundry room
basket then went out to his car. He grabbed his suitcase and headed
back inside, turning over the deadbolt behind him.
Need to check that she’s not been more naughty
than what I already know. He was wishing he
didn’t know now what he didn’t know when he first walked in the
house. His sexually charged euphoria was overriding his exhaustion
and his common sense. He could think of nothing but being close to
her again, how good her skin would feel on his...but he needed a
shower. He’d been on a red-eye flight all night and really hadn’t
bathed much this past week. She deserved a lot of things she was
very well going to get but she didn’t deserve him, unwashed,
straight off the plane. He headed back to the dungeon. He walked in
and was thankful to see no trace of the stranger there. No shower
products, no clothes, no cologne, nothing that wasn’t Mason’s. He
exhaled, feeling like he’d been holding his breath for hours. He
bowed his head and wept briefly. It didn’t fucking matter. He loved
her. He desperately loved her and there was absolutely nothing for
it. He put his head up and wiped away his tears. He slipped into
the shower with the thought that he had to make this something that
would offer them both absolution,
redemption...salvation.

When he returned,
he was wearing his collar, briefs, and black latex gloves and
carrying her body wash. As he moved behind her, he noticed the
faint bruises on her ass.

“Where did you get
this, these bruises, Pet? Was it from him?” he asked too calmly.
She took a breath to answer him, but he interrupted. “Don’t say his
name, just don’t.” His voice caught. He closed his eyes and took a
ragged breath. “Yes, or no?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” she said
shakily. He slapped her ass again, maybe harder than he should
have.

“Right,” he said,
calmly but with an audible, underlying fury. He looked at her,
naked, shivering, maybe with fear, maybe it was chilly in
here. Fuck it.

“This will never
do,” he said as he slid his hand around her bare neck. “I have no
way to control you. What to do...” he trailed off.

He turned quickly
and left again. When he returned, he had the collar he’d had made
for her in London. He fastened it on her beautiful neck. “Not too
tight I trust?” and she shook her head. He looped his finger
through the ring on her collar and brought his lips close to her
ear and whispered.

“Can we assume no
one ELSE has a key to this house? I don’t like surprises...You may
speak.”

“No,” she
whispered. His brows went up.

“I mean yes, you
can assume that. No one else has a key. Just you and me now,” she
said quietly.

“Excellent,” he
said matter of factly, “When pets get dirty, owners have to bathe
them properly,” he said to her. “You’re completely filthy, playing
with some stray, so I guess it’s now my job to clean you.” He
opened the drawer in the vanity. Once again, only Mason’s things.
He grabbed her hair clip and gently wound her long, beautiful, soft
hair into a twist and clipped it up. Her hair around her neck was
damp from sweat and she absolutely reeked of wine.
She’s probably hungover.
He questioned for a fleeting moment if he was being cruel, if he’d
let things go too far now but shook off the thought as his anger
and pain resurfaced and despite his conflicting emotions, he was
already anticipating taking her hair down and gently winding his
hands in it, pulling her head back, kissing her…he pushed that old
and beautiful thought away. He turned on the water to get it warm,
testing it on his wrist. Once it was warm, he switched over to the
shower wand and turned it to the most intense stream.

“Where to start,”
he hissed. “Maybe your filthiest part?” he ran his gloved hand over
her backside and slightly under her then stopped. She quivered and
immediately wished she had more control. She knew he’d deny her as
long as possible.

“Since you’ve been
quiet thus far, let’s give you your wish.” He grabbed the special
wash she kept in the shower. Regular shower gel would never do for
this. “Push your ass back and spread your legs, Pet,” he
growled.

Normally he would
deny her, but he wanted every trace of the stranger left on her
body gone. He desperately wanted to erase everything, but he knew
that some of the damage ran too deep. He immediately pushed that
thought down to return to the task at hand.

He ran the wand
between her spread thighs, getting her skin thoroughly wet, paused
the water, and returned the wand to its stand. He squeezed some of
the wash into his palm, rubbed his hands together, and stepped into
the shower behind her. He reached under her with one hand and
around her soft, ample hip with the other. He ran his hand
underneath her from front to back, gently, being careful to
separate his fingertips on either side of her pearl. He wanted to
at least tease her a little. With his other hand, he washed the
smooth outside of her.

Having both of his
hands in that area at once was making her squirm and she couldn’t
help it. Her knees were weak, and she was having trouble standing,
her hands frantically grasping at the belt around her painful
wrists just to keep from falling.

He slapped her ass
hard. “Steady, Pet,” he barked at her. He stood up and stepped out
of the shower and, grabbing the wand, carefully rinsed her without
directing too much water on her button. He paused and replaced the
wand in its stand. He removed his gloves and put them in the bin.
Everything else from here would be skin on skin. He desperately
yearned to caress her and although he wanted to punish her, he felt
like he was punishing himself by not touching her. She was here,
beautiful, willing, ready, waiting.

She almost passed
out as his hands encircled her hip. His strong hands between her
legs felt so familiar, safe, and intoxicating. She could have come
as soon as he touched her, but she wanted to wait and she tried,
she really tried, yet she still felt her orgasm washing over her.
Staying still until she came down was nearly impossible as her legs
were shaking. She clenched her teeth and tried not to make a sound.
She didn’t want him to know, though she figured he would. She took
deep breaths and squirmed just slightly. She was almost down and
then when he smacked her ass, it instantly sent her drive right
back up. She was shivering hard. The water was warm but every time
he paused it, the coldness of the room enveloped her and raked her
wet skin.

“Let’s see how
we’ve done,” he said as he binned the gloves. He slipped one hand
underneath her. She moved away from him as he tried to insert his
fingers and he slapped her ass again, definitely harder this
time.

He grabbed her
inner thigh hard and growled at her through gritted teeth. “You
can’t hide what you’ve done, Pet,” he was trying to control his
frustration and anger. “All you can do is let me make sure we’ve
erased the evidence of your indiscretions.” He emphasised the
syllables of the words and it made her feel profoundly
ashamed.

He moved his hand
up her thigh until he had her completely in his hand. She was so
soft, so full, so thick right here, like a safe haven for his most
intimate parts. He slowly ran his finger down, directly over her
spot, back a little more, then he inserted his finger into her. She
was soft and extremely wet, more so than the shower accounted for.
He pulled his finger out and surreptitiously examined his hand.
Clear. He licked his fingertip. The taste of her in his mouth again
was heaven and he felt himself getting hard.

He looked at her
carefully, bound, unable to resist his every desire for her body,
nearly unable to move. It occurred to him she’d been in this
position for some time, and she was probably hurting. He decided to
release her.

“You’ve been
naughty, coming before I gave you permission,” he scolded her
firmly. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Did you? Answer
me.”

“No…I mean, I
couldn’t help...”

“Enough,” he cut
her off, “I don’t really want to hear it,” he growled. He smiled
slightly, a bittersweet, warm feeling washing over him, knowing he
was able to bring her off and she couldn’t stop it. He slid his
briefs off. He was so hard now that keeping them on was just about
impossible.

She caught her
breath when she saw him, a slight dizziness coming over her. She
felt weak knowing that she could do that to him, make him feel her
like that and her mouth began to water with anticipation of feeling
his tip pressed against the back of her throat again.

“Bring your hips
forward,” he said as he reached up and released the belt from the
ring. She stood up stiffly and looked down at her hands, still
bound. “Where does it hurt?” he asked gently, lifting her chin to
look into her eyes.

“My back,” she
said softly, “and my hands are kinda numb.” He nearly lost his
breath. She always did that to him and even in his current, manic
state, her tender voice still cut through to his soul.

“Let’s see what we
can do about that.”

He got into the
shower, turned her towards him, and unbound her hands, tossing the
belt on the vanity. She massaged her wrists to clear the numbness.
He turned to replace the shower head and turn on the wider, gentler
rain shower setting. Then he faced her. He lifted her chin to look
into her eyes. Her eyes had returned to their deepest blue. Her
pupils dilated, her lips trembled as he brought his close and it
was chipping away at the hurt and anger he wished would
stay.

“Too hot, Pet?” he
asked.

“No. It feels
good.”

He put his finger
to her lips, “Short answers, Pet. Turn around.” He squeezed some of
the body wash into his hands as she did so. It was luxuriously soft
and smelled like lilac and coconut. It reminded him of softer
nights with her and he was suddenly thankful she was so consistent,
predictable. For just a moment, it was as if he’d never left her.
He rubbed his hands together and started rubbing her shoulders. Her
skin felt smooth and warm and as he rubbed down to her lower back,
he felt the muscles relax and the tension melt away under his
hands.

He remembered that
one of their compatibilities was his height in relation to her
innermost softness. Entering her was perfectly easy when she was
bent over, as if they were divinely fashioned to fit together in
this way and he was close enough now to feel the heat coming from
her. He moved his hands slowly down over her beautifully tanned
back, further massaging the tension from her tight muscles. She
tried to stay still but she couldn’t help but arch her back
slightly. She wanted to lean back against him, but she didn’t want
him to smack her again. When he reached her hips, he wrapped one
arm around her waist and slid his other hand around to her belly,
up and over her chest and around her throat. He pulled her back
into him, holding her curves right against his body. She laid her
head back on his shoulder, his hand tightened around her throat,
and he lightly brushed his lips down her neck. He wished her hair
was down. He wanted to bury his face in it and at this moment, he
wanted one more thing.

“You broke my
heart,” he whispered to her, further tightening his grip on her
neck. “You shattered my soul,” he murmured intensely. “The entire
time that I was missing you, your touch, your eyes, your spirit, my
body yearning to feel yours,” his voice was becoming an intense
growl. “You were giving everything away. Now I want to take it
back. All of it!”

In one swift
motion, he bent her forward and slid into her. She barely had time
to brace herself against the wall. He gripped her hips hard, and
she nearly passed out from the movement. He thrust hard and deep
into her and stayed there. “Don’t. Fucking. Move.” He spat the
words at her through gritted teeth. She froze, pain, fear, and
passion coursing through her simultaneously and she didn’t know
what to do or what to feel.

Feeling her from
inside was an exquisite, tender, wet, nearly sacred experience
every time and he almost lost himself as he put his head back,
trying desperately to control...control...He wanted to linger, to
stay like this but he had more he wanted to take from her. He slid
his arm around her hip and reached between her legs until he found
her pearl and he began to work around it but not directly on it.
When he felt her body start to quiver, he removed his hand, pulled
out of her, and slapped her ass. She wasn’t going to get another
orgasm until he was ready for her to have one. As she caught her
balance against the wall in front of her, he pushed forward,
violently pinning her fully against the wall as he roughly entered
her again. It was so easy, as if she were literally made for him to
do this. He put his mouth right next to her ear.

“Rinse off, Pet,
and dry your hair,” he breathed into her ear. He ran his hands down
over her hips. “Then get to the dungeon. I’ll decide what to do
with you then. Don’t make me come looking for you. It won’t go
well.” He pulled out of her, turned, and smoothly snatched the belt
from the vanity and cracked it across her ass once and hard. “Don’t
play with me, Pet.” He cautioned. He gathered his things and headed
to the dungeon.

She was on fire.
She was soaking wet, covered in soap and her wrists hurt but it
felt incredibly carnal to feel him fill her like that. She massaged
her hands once more to clear the lingering numbness. She was
thankful she had a minute to get herself together. She wanted to
wash her hair, wash everything. She also didn’t consider that his
belt would sting like that. Was it the
belt or his work with it? Her head was
still spinning with the anticipation of what he was going to do to
her. Part of her was slightly frightened. This ratchet scene was
becoming a total mindfuck. Thankfully, she was still a little too
out of it to care. She had missed this. She had missed his caress,
his accent, his growl, his full lips. His touch could be hard or
soft and how he moved between the two was fucking magic on her
skin. She closed her eyes to wash her hair and let the warm water
caress her.

He went into the
dungeon and looked around. Nothing new. Nothing that wasn’t hers.
It felt so good to hold her close to him that he almost didn’t care
anymore. His emotions were running so high at this point, he could
barely think. This was what she always did to him. He wanted to be
tender with her, but she also brought out the Dom in him. He got
into the shower and quickly rinsed the soap from her body off of
him. He had so much he wanted from her. His thoughts drifted back
to just hours ago and a rogue tear escaped his eyes. He shook it
off. He wasn’t going to hurt right now. The most beautiful,
attractive, and loving woman he’d ever met was going to be in his
arms in literally minutes. This was his time to reclaim everything
and make up for lost time, time he foolishly spent drowning in
doubt, indecision, and self-pity.

He dried off and
as he grabbed his belt from the vanity, he caught a glimpse of
himself in the mirror. He ran his hands through his hair and shook
out the curls. He wished he’d not let himself get so gone. The
sexual energy he felt being here with her again was overcoming his
somewhat ragged physical condition. He walked into the dungeon and
bolted a bottle of water from the fridge. He sat in the chair, laid
his belt on the floor next to him, and waited for her.

Her hair was
finally dry. She’d sprayed it with the coconut scent that he liked
and put it back up in the clip to keep it out of her face. She
looked at the new collar she was holding. It was beautiful and
heavy, perfectly made for her. She slipped it on. He would want her
ready for him. She was shaking a little from the alcohol that was
still in her system. The throbbing headache wouldn’t subside, so
she just left it. She was anticipating what lay ahead of her, a
day, a night, filled with passion, filled with Cole
again.

She walked back to
the dungeon. It was dark when she opened the door, and she took a
moment for her eyes to adjust. He was sitting quietly in the chair
against the wall. His hands were folded in front of his chin and
without moving his head, he looked up at her when she came in. His
eyes followed her as she approached him. She walked over and stood
in front of him. He stared emotionless ahead. She knew not to say
anything. Was he rushing this? She still wasn’t sure where his head
was, but he seemed to be falling into her again.

He was looking
straight at her softness, smooth and inviting, and he deeply wanted
to bury his face in her, but she wasn’t getting that right now.
“Kneel, kitten,” he said firmly. She knelt in front of him and
bowed her head, unsure if she should look at him. He ran his
fingertip down over her cheek and under her chin. He tipped her
head up to look at him. Those deep blue eyes were always going to
be his weakness.

“Tell me again how
you let a no one in,” he said steady and quiet with a controlled
anger, “let him touch you, let him inside you. Tell me again how
I’m just anyone when I fucking own you, Mason, when you have always
belonged…to me,” His voice was now a whisper.

She wasn’t sure he
was playing anymore, and she didn’t know how to respond. “I made a
mistake, Cole,” she started tentatively. “I’m sorry. With
everything in me, I swear. It wasn’t planned. It was a terrible,
reckless mistake.” She looked into his brooding eyes but couldn’t
read him at all.

“Was it? I thought
of you every single minute I was gone. When did you stop thinking
of me? Because I have to believe that if you were thinking of me,
you wouldn’t have done this. Please tell me you’re not that
heartless, that you couldn’t have done this while thinking of me.”

“No,” she
whispered, “I worried about you, and I tried, Cole. You didn’t seem
to want to talk. I called Shaun. He didn’t know...he didn’t say
anything that was helpful. I thought about getting on a plane
myself…”

“Why didn’t you?”
he asked, rather matter of fact.

“To what end?” she
said. “Would seeing me have made a difference? Every time we
talked, you sounded like you weren’t even sure you wanted to come
back. Was I supposed to go there just to find you’d changed your
mind?” She raised her voice slightly. His brows went up and while
maybe she should have been more cautious, she was weary of being
subjected to his line of questioning. She didn’t deny she fucked
up. She’d let her guard down, been stupid. She didn’t want to pay
the price of losing Cole, but he was going to hear her out. “And if
I had come to you, what would I have found? You looked like shit
when you got here,” her voice caught.

“Shut UP!” he
shouted at her. She flinched hard. He grabbed her collar and pulled
her face close to his. “You should have come,” he said, angrily,
“because unless you transcended the laws of physics, you wouldn’t
have been able to FUCK us both at the same time.” His eyes were
wet, yet his tears had not fallen. She was so close to his face,
and he’d never broken eye contact while she spoke. “On second
thought, maybe you actually have fucked us both.” His voice was now
frighteningly calm. “Brilliant.”

She couldn’t get a
good read on whether he was angry, sad, or on the verge of
forgiving her. She couldn’t figure out what was going to happen
next, and she was getting scared.

Her words were
like knives in his soul. He’d done it again. He’d retreated, he’d
been fearful, and he’d lost her…but had he? Here he was, in this
warm room, her body ready for him, her face so awfully close to his
and he was still somewhat in control. He lowered his face, slightly
and blinked. Tears fell onto his wrist. Mason reached up
tentatively and, when he didn’t move, didn’t say anything, she
cupped his cheek in her hand and wiped the tears away with her
thumb. He leaned his cheek into her soft, warm palm. He’d missed
this so much. He closed his eyes to gather his thoughts and
then...

“Mercy,” she
said.

He looked into her
eyes. He didn’t know what to do. He let loose her collar and let
his hand fall to his knee. He took off his own collar but as he
reached for hers to remove it, she stopped him. “I’d like to keep
it on for now,” she said. “It’s beautiful and you put it on me.
Please...leave it.” She looked into his eyes; into the pain he was
fighting. He looked tired. He looked beaten.

“Cole,” she said
softly, wiping away her own tears, “I wish I could change this but
know that I’m sorry and I truly regret this stupid thing I’ve done.
I desperately don’t want to lose you and I’m begging you, please
give me a second chance. I know where I went wrong and all I can do
is promise you, it won’t happen again. Let’s take our hurt and turn
it inside out.” She gently, faintly smiled.

God, it had been
too long since he saw her smile. He’d forgotten how comforting it
was. This little game that had endeared her to him so many times,
he’d missed that too. He smiled, “No Mercy...Ironic.” He shook his
head. He reached up and unclipped her hair, watching as it tumbled
gently over her shoulders and down her back. He buried his hands in
it pulling her head to his chest. She wrapped her arms around his
thin waist. She could feel the warmth from his skin, and it felt
divine to her.

She gently kissed
his chest and pulled away from him. She sat back a little and ran
her hands lightly down his legs. She loved the feeling of his legs,
muscular, fit. She began to eagerly kiss the inside of his thighs.
He didn’t move to stop her. He put his head back and closed his
eyes. Every kiss was like fire. Every breath was broken as she
brought out more intense sensations with every lick. She spread his
thighs and buried her face deep between his legs, lightly licking
his most sensitive parts and finally taking the full length of him
into her mouth. She felt a thrill fire through her and an instant
humility to know that he was willing to allow her access to him
here in this most intimate place. She profoundly enjoyed taking him
into her mouth and running her tongue the length of him, tasting
his tip then taking him in again, deeper each time.

Fuck,
she felt amazing and her warm, wet mouth on him
was a heaven he didn’t think he’d ever know again. He spread his
legs to give her more access and she took advantage of it. She
first cradled then generously licked his balls, taking each one in
her mouth, rolling her tongue over them. She wrapped her hand
around him and ran her tongue from the bottom to the very tip of
his shaft. He felt himself getting harder and he was ready to have
her, all of her to himself. He put his hands under her chin and
brought her face up to his. “Come here,” he said, and they stood up
together.

The dungeon was
never relaxing for him. The bed was small, the lighting was harsh,
and it was really just a playground. He preferred their room with
its lavender walls and that big, soft bed. The bed they’d first
made love in. Damn, that was a night he could never forget. He led
her down the hallway, once again.

He opened the door
to their room. It suddenly occurred to him, what she’d done…but not in here…right? and his heart shattered. He turned to face her, tears freely
streaming down his face, “Mason. Please tell me. Not here. Please?”
he pleaded in a broken whisper.

“No, Cole,” she
said softly, “Not in here.” She immediately wanted to burn
everything in the guest room.

They climbed up
onto the bed together. She lay down on her back and he spread her
legs to lie between them, his head resting on her shoulder. He
closed his eyes. He was exhausted. He wanted this to all be a
dream, but he also wanted to make love to her. He hoped it would
erase her transgression and return to him the peace he so often
found in her arms.

“Cole,” she said
quietly, “We don’t have to…”

He raised up on
one arm and looked down into her eyes. “Yes, we do. We do, darling.
This is my absolution and your purification.”

With that, he
covered her mouth with his in a deep, eager kiss, biting her lip
lightly. A small cry escaped her as he began to grind against her
between her legs. With every moan and every quiver, he tried to
quiet the betrayal that threatened to take this moment from him.
He’d missed her so deeply and all he wanted now was to feel her
soft and supple body shaking under his tender touch as it had so
many times. He took her soft breast in his hand and his mouth
eagerly followed, covering her with small kisses and licks. He
immersed himself in the glory and fullness of kissing and licking
her heavy and comforting breasts, as she repeatedly arched her back
against every sensation. Her cries were fueling his arousal as she
cried out his name and begged him to fuck her. He was going to give
her that but not before he took from her every last thing he
wanted. He slowly licked and kissed his way down across her
stomach, leaving bite marks now and again, harder, and more painful
each time, marking her body as his.

All at once, his
mind snapped. Something vicious and primal took over him and any
tender emotion he’d had to pour into this scene was silenced,
replaced by his repressed anger and a driving lust for debauchery.
Every cry of her pain fell on deaf ears as he ignored her pleas. He
got up on his knees and looked at her. “Please,” he said through
barely controlled fury and raw lust, “Please shut…the
fuck…up.”

She looked at the
person before her, in the dim light. His dark eyes, his furrowed
brow and the anger flashing across his face frightened her. For the
first time being with him, she at once felt like she was in danger
and also deserved whatever happened to her.

He got down off
the bed. He was harder than she’d ever seen him before, and she was
afraid of what was driving him now. He almost didn’t look like
himself.

“Kneel,” he said
through gritted teeth. “Fucking kneel, slut,”

This wasn’t
playing. They’d stopped, hadn’t they? She got off the bed and stood
in front of him. He grabbed the back of her hair and not in the
gentle way by sliding his hand up her neck. He just grabbed a
handful of her hair and roughly pulled her head back. He looked
into her eyes and his expression softened for a moment. “Cole?” She
said quietly. “Are you Ok?” She was shaking with both fear and
intense arousal.

“I’m not,” he
said, softly. She watched as his expression turned. “But I will be,
Pet.”

He pushed her to
her knees. He leaned over slightly as her mouth leveled with his
shaft. “Shall we begin, my love?” He said, a nearly demonic smile
crossing his lips.

She had never seen
him like this, and she wanted him more than she ever had. She
couldn’t control the wetness running down the inside of her thighs.
She eagerly wrapped her mouth around him, taking him deep into her
mouth and when his tip touched the back of her throat, he grabbed
her head and pushed into her until she choked. He held her there
until she dug her nails into his legs. When he released her, she
choked and gagged, tears began to stream down her face. Still, she
wantonly went back to take him in once more. He pushed hard into
her waiting throat again, choking her a little longer each time.
She would have gone down on him like this all night if he’d
allowed. She loved the feel of him completely filling her mouth and
the sweet taste of him was an insatiable addiction for
her.

He reached down
and grabbed the back of her hair once more, bringing her dripping
lips to his, licking her saliva and his own taste from the inside
of her wet mouth. He moaned hard into their kiss as she reached
down to stroke him with her hands. DAMN,
what she can do with her hands. Where the
fuck...his thoughts turned to wanting
nothing but to be inside her. He kissed and bit her neck, finally
stopping to look into her eyes again. Fear and lust were racing
across her wet face, and it left him shocked and shaken to see her
whimpering and try to pull away from him.

“No, no, no,” he
said softly, gripping her hair harder, “We’re not done, Pet. Get
down on your hands and knees.”

She looked at him
and her eyes widened. She thought about the pain in her back and
how much being on the floor would intensify it…but more than that
fear, she wanted to do as he asked.

“What are you
waiting for, dearest,” he said, in a caustic tone. “Get on your
hands and knees.”

She sank to her
knees again and looked up at him. This wasn’t the loving, intimate
experience she thought it would be. This was primal, carnal, and
aggrieved.

“Turn around,
darling,” he nearly spat the words at her.

She turned her
beautiful round ass to him and put her arms on the floor flat, her
head resting on them.

He kneeled behind
her, taking in her soft roundness, her tapered waist, and the
gratifying sight of her surrender as she lay her head on her arms.
His anger was giving way and he was eager to take her back to him.
He wound her hair around his hand and pulled her body back hard as
he roughly thrust himself into her.

“Ohh, you feel so
fucking good, honey,” he wanted to stay angry, but she was warm
around him, wet and he could feel her cunt pulling him in deeper.
He bent over her, reaching around under her, and finding her pearl,
he began to rub her softly, gently. As he did, she got wetter and,
in his mind, it was something of a divine privilege to feel her
body welcome him like this. He moved his hand back to her hip to
steady himself as he began to aggressively thrust into her. He
needed to feel something, something brutal, something ruthless, and
as he fucked her hard, he felt his climax surrounding him, the
blood pounding in his head only hurt. There was no euphoria as
before, just a raw, physical, libidinous release. He thrust hard
into her to finish and looked down at her, still in this prone
position, offering him her entire self.

The tears
streaming down his face were bitter and full of his own regret.
Through all of these hours of passion with her, he simply couldn’t
find forgiveness. He couldn’t find the profound love he’d felt
before. It was tainted now, corroded by distrust and
betrayal.

She stayed still
as he finished. She was in a fair bit of pain, but she was able to
deal with it and in the back of her mind, she felt she deserved
everything he’d done. She’d take whatever he wanted to do to her if
it meant he would stay, if it meant they could fix this.

He reached his arm
around her waist and pulled her up and back against him. The feel
of her skin on his, her body cleaved to him in this moment was a
memory he knew he didn’t want and one he couldn’t resist
making.

“Up on the bed,
darling, please,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes. She
stood up, trying not to show her pain. She sat on the edge of the
bed.

He tenderly kissed
her lips, full and warm. If he was going to be haunted by these
memories for the rest of his life, they were going to be fucking
good ones. “Honey, sit back against the pillows,” he said softly,
kissing her neck. “Grab the fucking headboard, baby. You’re going
to need that.” She carefully slid back against the pillows and
grabbed the headboard. Her back still hurting, she nevertheless
wanted him and every lascivious thing he could give her.

“Spread your legs
for me,” he said, his voice catching on his tears. He knelt between
her legs. The sweet, intoxicating scent of her here was a comfort
to him, even in this steadily crumbling moment. He kissed her
thick, soft thighs, owning her body with bite marks once more. He
wrapped his arms around her legs, pulling her into him, opening her
further. He licked her on either side, then began passionately
kissing her full, bare lips. He tasted her deeply, thrusting his
tongue into her to get every drop of him and her together. He
rubbed her little pearl lightly, making her clench inside so that
he could get everything. As she grabbed tight and pulled hard on
the headboard, her unrestrained moans were telling him that she was
close. He slipped two fingers inside her, beckoning, while he
tenderly kissed and fully sucked her lips then gently licked her
hard, swollen clit until he felt her coming around his fingers. He
lingered just another moment, feeling her shake and shiver
uncontrollably under his tongue, grabbing his head to pull him
away. He relented and placed a gentle kiss on the outside of her.
He thought back to the moments he yearned to do this with her and
now, he might never again have the privilege.

He was exhausted
from the travel, the emotion, the day’s debauchery. All he could
think of was his need for sleep.

She was still
hungover, satisfied, but uneasy and intensely nauseated. She wasn’t
sure that he’d stay and while she knew she deserved losing him, the
thought of it hurt her so deeply that her mind refused to accept
it.

He moved up next
to her and pulled the duvet over them as he fell into a troubled
sleep.


CHAPTER
36

Cole woke and
looked at his watch. It was three am. If he booked now, he could be
back in London late tonight. He looked at Mason, sleeping quietly
next to him. Nothing had changed. His pain still ran deep and was
just as present and intense as when he’d seen the stranger in the
house. He pushed the feelings down like he used to do, just to
survive but it was no good. He got out of bed and went to get a
shower. He looked at his ragged reflection and everything on the
vanity. Her products with his. How they’d tried to bring their
lives together…Fuck the
shower. He opened his phone. There was a
flight in six hours. He could make that. He booked it.

He went out into
the living room. Looking around he saw the couch where he fell in
love with her, the wine cabinet he’d hoped to fully stock for her
and the hot tub, dimly lit outside. Must
be going through the cleaning cycle.
Everything he’d done here would last for her. She shouldn’t need anything for a while…

He walked back
into the bedroom and gathered up his clothes quietly. He dressed in
the hallway and rolled his bag into the living room to pack. It was
better to call her later, maybe then he’d have his emotions sorted.
Right now, they were a toxic mix of pain, anger, guilt, and shame.
Part of him wanted to just forgive and forget but his demon said
he’d never forget and today, the demon seemed his only friend, and
why not? It'd always been there when everyone else left. He didn’t
learn all the lessons love could teach but he’d learned that one in
an extremely hard way. He packed his travel clothes and zipped up
his bag. Might as well make
coffee.

Mason woke and
looked at the clock. 0500. She smelled coffee and slipped on her
robe to go see what Cole was doing.

She walked out
into the living room to see his bag packed. Her blood ran cold but
she was determined not to jump to conclusions.

“Hey,” she said
softly, “Coffee this early? I’d have thought the jet lag would
still have you in bed.” She walked to the kitchen and stood behind
the counter.

He was sitting at
the counter and looked up at her. Her eyes were a fucking trap for
him, but he had to try to not fall in them too deep or he’d never
be able to leave. He took a deep breath and looked back into his
coffee. “Mason I…I’m going back to London.” He looked up and waited
to see her reaction. “I don’t want to do this.”

She tried to
breathe but she felt gut-punched. “Then don’t go,” she said. The
look on his face told her she’d completely missed the point.
“Wait…what do you mean...not do...us?”

“I don’t want to
have this conversation,” he said, getting up and putting his cup
into the sink.

“I was…were you
going to…” she was stammering over her words. She breathed deep as
he turned to face her. She locked her eyes with his as she’d done
so many times. His look was dark, angry, confused, and above
everything, he was in tremendous pain. “I don’t want you to go,
Cole. Please stay. Whatever you need me to do, I will,” Mason
started, carefully trying to keep the desperation out of her voice.
“We don’t want to be apart from each other. We both want to make
this work. Let’s not just walk away. I think we can fix this. Just
tell me what you need from me,” she said, trying hard to steady her
voice, trying not to sound like she was selling him.

His look softened
for a minute. For just a moment, he considered that he could live
with wondering where she was every time she wasn’t where she should
be. He could live with the sleepless nights when she was “working
late” just to see those beautiful, sparkling, smiling eyes in
person every day instead of only in his haunted dreams. He was
already exhausted just thinking about it. It was no good. “Trust,
Mason. I needed trust but it’s been blown to hell here and trying
to pretend that I can trust you right now hurts so goddamn bad…” He
stopped and looked away. He felt like he was choking on his own
tears, and he couldn’t stop the pain streaming down his face. He
looked back at her. The mix of pain and pity on her face made him
angrier and he was hoping it would stop his tears. “Everybody has a
monster inside, Mason,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is
what yours has done to me.” He turned away and took a deep breath.
“I need to figure out how to forgive you, if I can.” He was
exhausted. He turned to look at her again. Her eyes were grey from
crying. Her hair was falling around her shoulders, tousled and
mussed. She still looked like love to him, but he had nothing left
to pour out at this moment.

“I’m going back to
London. I guess it’s home…for now. Thank God, I never took you
there. I just want to be alone. At least I can trust the company
I’m with,” he paused, trying not to get angry again but it was no
good, so he just embraced it. “It was all a fucking game to you,
wasn’t it, Mason.” He spat the words at her. “Playing house until
you got bored, or your plaything didn’t bring you as much pleasure
as when it was shiny and new. I hope you had fun. It’s easy for you
to walk away but I’ll be in love for the rest of my fucking life…”
He choked. He was hoping to hang on to the anger because he needed
something to keep him alive and some way to hold back his tears.
“The memories, Mason, the scent of you, the feeling of you against
me, I don’t get to walk away because that shit will haunt me every
night. At least I can leave this city and never come back,” he
swallowed hard, “because this is where you are and as much as you
love this city, that’s how much you’ve made me hate it. I just
can’t bear to be reminded of every fucking place we walked, we
kissed, we held each other...”

“Cole, just be my
friend then, until we get this worked out. We’ll take a step back,”
she pleaded with him.

“We can’t, Mason.
I can’t hear your voice without feeling you deep inside me. Don’t
you see? All of that, ‘let’s be friends’ movie trope…it’s bullshit.
It isn’t real. All of our dreams, everything we said we wanted,
everything we said we would do, all of this can,” his voice caught
in his throat as the tears fell. He swallowed hard and gritted his
teeth, “can get in the bin.” He angrily brushed the tears from his
face. 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. As he
let his eyes follow down her jawline and the neck he’d kissed
passionately so many times, he noticed she was still wearing his
collar. Let her. Maybe she’ll think about
what it took for me to do that.

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.
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