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“You look.... pensive....” comments Michael. “What’s up?”

“Beth took me shopping today, to look at wedding dresses.”

He grins a little-boy grin. “Sounds like fun.”

“Yes... but....”

“But what? Don’t worry about the budget. Get what you want.”

“It’s not that. It’s....”

“What? Do I have to prise it out of you?”

“All they showed me were white dresses.”

My Master smiles. Michael bursts out laughing. “And that’s worrying you? Charlotte, it’s a long time since anyone worried about whether brides are virgins on their wedding night.”

“It just feels a bit.... two-faced.”

My Master wraps long arms around me. “Charlotte. I would like you to wear white.”

“Master?”

“You will always be my Virgin.”

*****
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Hand-writing weddings invitations is boring work, even for your own wedding, especially if you don’t have a clue who most of the people coming are....

.... A few of my college friends, some of my Master’s and Michael’s friends, of course, Richard and Beth, who are here now, helping with the arrangements, and a vast tribe from Michael’s family, which I have learned, is huge.

Wearily I look at the stack of completed invitations on one side of the table, comparing it with the stack, still to be done, on the other side.

Deep sigh....

Reaching for the next invite....

“Ouch!” I snap up my hand, shaking it in the air, then sucking at my fingers where a little blood seeps out.

Michael and my Master both look up, startled.

“What’s wrong?”

“Paper cut.” I suck at my finger again, frowning. “That really hurt.”

Michael collapses into laughter. Richard turns away, sucking in a smile as he does so. Even my Master is chuckling.

“What’s so funny?” I demand.

My Master rolls his eyes heavenwards. “Um, how can I put this Charlotte....” He glances at Michael who has dropped to his hands on the tabletop, shaking with mirth. “Er... I have, and Michael has....” His eyes slide the other way.... “.... And I suspect, even Richard has, a very good idea of where your pain threshold lies....”

His eyebrows raise in what I can only call a meaningful gaze. “And yet, here you are, making a fuss about a paper-cut...”

Heat rises in my face. “If you will excuse me.” I say, mustering what remains of my dignity, “I’m going to go and find a sticking plaster.”

“Top shelf, bathroom cupboard....” yells Michael from behind me, before I hear him dropping back into gales of laughter.

*****
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“What have you chosen for the vows?” asks my Master. “Please tell me that you’re not promising to ‘Love, Honour and Obey’. None of us would believe it for a minute.”

“Er, no. I don’t think that would be a good idea, would it? I shall promise to Love, Honour and Cherish’.”

“How about the part where you promise to ‘forsake all others...’” chuckles Michael.

My Master’s face freezes over.

Michael immediately reacts. “Hey, it was a joke....”

He looks from one to the other of us, and back again. “Really. It was just a joke.”

*****
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Taking a break from the preparations for tomorrow’s reception, standing out at the front of the hotel with a coffee, I see James sitting out too, apparently enjoying the sunshine. I pop back into the kitchen, make a second cup, then stroll down to sit with him.

“Coffee?”

“Ah, great. Thanks.”

He turns to take the mug from me, easing his injured leg around as he moves.

“That thing giving you gyp?”

“Mmm. A bit.”

“The doctors said it would take a few months to heal properly.”

“Oh, it is healing. It’s better all the time. But I’ve a feeling I’m going to have a weather-wise ache for the rest of my life.”

“Saves me buying a barometer I suppose.”

He snorts a laugh. “I love you too.... How’s it going up there?”

“Oh, fine. Just getting everything in place for the reception....”

He looks sideways at me. “You okay? What’s wrong? For a man who’s getting married tomorrow, you look a little.... melancholy?”

I gulp down some coffee.

Concern on his face, James swings to face me. “Come on. Out with it. What’s wrong? You’re not having second thoughts, are you? If you are, Now’s the time to say so....”

“Oh, no. No. Nothing like that. But I’m wondering if Charlotte is?”

“Why do you say that? I’m sure she does want to marry you.”

“James.... I’m not stupid. I know you persuaded her to do it, to marry me. If you’d asked her yourself, she’d not have hesitated. But with me....”

He cuts me off, one finger raised. “Yes. You’re right. I did persuade her. That doesn’t mean it was against her will. And it doesn’t mean that she doesn’t want to do it now. She loves you. I’m sure she does.”

“She’s been.... moody.... the last few days. As though something’s bothering her.”

He rubs his chin, glances down. “Um.... You’re right, now I think about it.” Draining his mug, he passes it back to me. “Thanks. I’ll go find her, see if I can get to the bottom of this. Where will you be, if I come looking for you?”

I thumb back up the hill. “Dining room. I’m getting all the place settings sorted out.”

*****
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“Do you like your new room?”

“It’s a beautiful room. How could I not like it?”

His gaze wanders to the stack of cardboard boxes in one corner. “Enough space for all your books?”

“Michael says he’s going to put some more shelving up for me.”

I turn to stand, gazing out at the amazing view, down the mountain, over grassy slopes, to the lake at the bottom.

My Master stands behind me, one arm around me, holding me in close, his head resting against mine. The other hand in my hair, face pressed into my neck, he kisses and nibbles at the delicate skin, and my breathing skitters and jumps, my pussy humming. I turn my face into his, leaning into to his kisses, slipping my hand back, into his hair.

“Are you happy, Charlotte?”

“Yes, Master, I am. Very happy.”

“No regrets?”

“No, none. None at all. I wouldn’t change a moment of it. Not even the bad parts where we fell out with each other, because in the end, it brought us closer, brought us all here....”

He breaks from his gentle torture of my neck “How about the bit where I got shot...? But he’s laughing softly.

“Well, yes. I might change that bit.” I twist in his arms, spin to face him, hanging my arms around his neck as he clasps me around the waist.

“Master...”

“Mmmm...?”

“I wanted to say.... thank you.”

“Thank you? for what?”

“For.... for everything.... 

He tilts his head, that gesture of his.... not speaking....

Waiting?

For what I have to say?

“I mean it. You’ve changed my life. Even to making me realise that I want to marry Michael....”

“You do want to marry him? I’m very aware that I....”

“Yes, I do.... only....”

That head-tilt again.... “Only....?”

I hang my head. “Only.... It’s not.... It’s not going to change anything, is it? My being married to him?”

His brow furrowing, “What would change?”

“The three of us. It will still be the three of us?”

His face clears. “Is that what’s been bothering you?” He stares up at the ceiling; takes a deep breath. “Yes. It will be the three of us. Michael has been worrying about why you were so quiet when you should be excited. He’s getting quite upset about it.

“Charlotte. I know I am.... flawed.... not always easy to know. And you’re right. I did manoeuvre you into agreeing to marry Michael. I’ve tried hard to be.... unselfish.... about our relationship. But, I don’t think I’m capable of being that unselfish. Believe me. I would never have tried to do this, to get you wedded to him, if I had thought, for one second, the cost would be that you and I would be separated.”

He breaks away from me, rubbing the back of his neck, pacing the room. “Listen, Charlotte. We.... I was going to leave this until after the wedding. We thought it would be more appropriate. But on reflection, perhaps now is the time. I think you need the reassurance, and to settle your nerves. And this way, both you and Michael, and for that matter, I, will be happier, and have the joy which you should be taking from this.”

What’s he talking about?

He spins, levels a finger at me. “Wait there....”

“Master...?” I call after him.

“Wait. I’ll be five minutes.”

In rather less than five minutes, I hear footsteps, two sets of them. My Master enters the room, Michael with him.

They stand together, facing me, both smiling, both soft eyed, Michael slowly shaking his head as he regards me.

My Master takes my left hand, holds it up, kisses the fingers.

“Charlotte, tomorrow, you will be walking down the aisle to meet Michael. I’ll be with him, his Best Man, and he will put his ring on your finger, but for now.... “He reaches into his pocket, pulls out a small box.

And I know what is in there....

Eyes meeting mine, he takes out a plain band, red gold, gleaming in the late light. He leans forward to kiss me, softly on the mouth, then slips the ring on my fourth finger, to sit with the two already there, one of entwined threads of red and gold, one in white and gold.

He kisses my fingers again, then passes my hand to Michael, who, his eyes alight, presses it to his lips. Moving closer, he wraps his arms around me, kissing me on the mouth. His lips brush mine, teasing them apart, then open-mouthed, his fingers winding into my hair, he deepens the embrace.

He smells cleanly of pine and sex and masculinity, and his touch is electrifying. The sheer intensity of his touch sets me shuddering, He breaks away, holding me with his eyes, brilliantly blue against his tanned skin, as he cups my face.

“Nothing is going to change,” he says. “I promise you. I would never do that. You, me, James; the three of us all know... I hope that we all know.... that what happens tomorrow is only in the eyes of the law and the outside world. In here, between us, it’s the three of us. You understand me?”

I nod.

“Good.” He kisses me again, then taking me by the shoulders, turns me to face my silently watching Master.

His head tilting as he strokes my face. “Charlotte....” he murmurs,

Then, he too opening his mouth over mine, holding me tightly at waist and shoulders, pulls me in close, pressing me against himself. The blood thrumming through my veins, I return the kiss.
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