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I wake to find Charlotte’s face pushed against my chest. Her breathing wheezes a little from having her nose pressed hard into my flesh. It’s not the world’s most romantic sound, but I couldn’t care less.

Her red hair is a tumble of copper over her pale skin. Her green eyes... well, they are closed now and a part of me longs for them to open....

.... but another part revels in the moment, knowing that she has given herself to me...

..... to us....

One hand rests under her cheek, supporting her head against the pillow. The other lies outside the blankets and rests on my hips in an almost-embrace. 

And on that hand are displayed the two rings of twisted gold, lying so closely together that, to the unknowing eye, they would appear as one. One is of strands of white and yellow gold. One of red and yellow...

I gave her the white and gold. And after, James gave her the red and gold. She accepted both, slipping them on to her ring finger, to sit together as a matched pair, a symbol of our union....

.... and of what is to come....

.... my wife-to-be....

Although she's still sleeping, beyond her, already awake, James is watching her, his eyes soft. As our eyes meet, he flashes brows in a ‘Good Morning’, but presses a finger to his lips, then points down at her. I nod. This is too precious not to make it last.

Trying not to wake her, glorying in the moment, I keep my voice low. “James, I want to say, Thank You. This wouldn’t have happened without your intervention. I know that. And I.... I have no words for how much it means to me.”

He shrugs, but smiles. “This way, we all win. We all have what we want...”

“Thank you anyway.”

*****
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“I’m going for a walk down the beach,” announces Charlotte.

“Enjoy yourself,” replies Michael. “You going far?”

“Not sure. Just where the urge takes me,”

Michael and I sit lounging, drinking beer. I’m reading a thriller-mystery novel which is entirely failing to hold my attention. I worked it out on page thirty whodunnit, and the idea of reading another two hundred pages to have the author confirm it is less than enticing.

Michael is flipping through some magazines he found somewhere in the house but doesn’t seem too interested either.

It’s nothing exciting. We’re just hanging out.... 

But it’s comfortable, natural.

How do I tackle this one...?

“You know,” I begin, “while I was in the City a couple of days ago, there was some very odd gossip going around.”

“Oh?” says Michael, glancing up from a page where a blond girl with an unlikely looking figure....

.... fucking Photoshop....

..... simpers out. “What’s that about then?” He holds the magazine up, turning it first one way, then the other, looking at the image from several angles, before sniffing and tossing it to one side.

“Apparently.... apparently, Kris is in hospital.”

“Really? Is he ill? Has he had an accident?” Michael takes a gulp of his beer. His tone is innocent, but he doesn’t meet my eye.

And he doesn’t seem too surprised....

“One story is that he was in a scene that got out of hand....”

“Is that right? Well, when you go for the extreme stuff like he does, that’s going to happen sometimes.”

I keep my voice level. “The other story is that he’d been assaulted but that he’s refusing to say who did it or to press charges.”

Michael’s tone remains neutral, his blue eyes flat. “Assaulted? Is that right? Mugged perhaps? Wallet stolen maybe?”

No... not at all surprised....

“I don’t think so. It happened in the Club apparently. I’m told that he has a number of large weals over his body, as though someone has attacked him with a whip.”

“Mmmm.... Odd thing to happen to a dom. Perhaps he’s a switch and we didn’t know about it? As you say, it sounds like a scene that got out of hand.”

The lack of interest is definitely feigned....

“I don’t think so.”

Michael finally volunteers something. “It would explain why he doesn’t want to talk about things, wouldn’t it? If he was in a D/s scene that went wrong, and he’s embarrassed about it.”

“Perhaps.” I give him a long look. He returns a bland expression. “Of course, if he had been assaulted, it might result in charges against the perpetrator.”

“I suppose it might,” he replies, “but of course, he’s responsible for a few ‘assaults’ of that kind himself, isn’t he? Who knows what might come crawling out of the woodwork if he wanted to bring the police into it.”

“Mmmm.” I simply don’t believe Michael’s guileless expression....

But what can I do about it...?

.... and do I even want to do anything....

Kris had it coming....

*****
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“Ah, James, good to see you again,” says Haswell, offering me his hand. “I’d offer you a seat, but I’d like you to take a look at something first...”

He indicates the way back into Reception, where Francis is busily typing, and across to where there is some sort of glass-cased display.

There’s a note of satisfaction in his voice, even smugness as he says, “What do you think?”

It’s a 3D model of his proposed City Project.... Streets, parks, apartment blocks and houses, retail centres and a vast green space and waterpark; the setting for miniatures of the proposed sketches I offered him....

.... and it is glorious....

Lost for words, I drink in the detail. Haswell has gone way beyond what I had suggested with my sketches. He’s taken my ideas, run with them and put my offered buildings into a setting from my dreams.

The museums and galleries I set on paper, he has made solid and placed into a vast space, rolling with green lawns and tree-lined avenues and traced out with water, fountains, children’s’ paddling pools and a wilderness space for birds and the local wildlife.

“You like it I hope?” Haswell’s voice has a worried edge. “I know that I’ve rather run away with your ideas, but I didn’t think I was doing more than simply projecting them into an appropriate setting.”

“Like it?” I murmur to myself, then shaking myself awake, “Like it? Richard, how could I not like it? It’s... magnificent.”

He beams. “Good. I think James, that you and I are going to make a great working team. I just wanted to check, what do you think of...?” He leans over the model, pointing out some detail or other. Across the room, Francis catches my eye and winks at me.

*****
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James is riding a high. The success of his proposals to Haswell, his offered designs for the billionaire’s City Project has left him in rare good mood. And it is fair comment. I know myself how many years of work he has put in to reach this point. He deserves his success.

And of course, Charlotte and I are also reaping the benefit, with the whole summer to enjoy this wonderful beach house. James has to hop back to the City every so often to meet up with Haswell for future work and to see the on-going work, but in fact, I think he is enjoying it.

“I’m out in the City again today, but I’ll be back tonight,” he says one morning. “Anyone want a change of scene for the day?”

“Lunch out?” I suggest to Charlotte. “Nice Italian place perhaps?”

Her eyes light up. “Sounds great.” Even somewhere as lovely as our beach paradise is all the better for a change of scene. “Yes, Master, we’ll come too.”

*****
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Charlotte is in high spirits too, with a sparkle to her that makes me glow inside because I know that I am part of the reason for it.

My wife-to-be....

We wander around the city-centre, window shopping. There are any number of things I would like to buy her. I want to shower her with beautiful things: clothes, jewellery, perfume; but at any suggestion that I might reach for my wallet, she shies off and we move on. In the end, I persuade her to let me buy her a book; Bill Bryson’s ‘A Short History of Nearly Everything.’

It is dawning on me that she has issues with accepting money from me....

.... Even though she’s going to be my wife....

I’d assumed, in an idle kind of way that, now engaged to her, I had a kind of permission to lavish her with gifts. Apparently, it’s not so....

Even though she’s going to be my wife...

.... because James paid for her....

.... and she cares what I think of her....

Or is it what she thinks of herself...?

But when it comes to lunch, I refuse absolutely to ‘Go Dutch’. We enjoy a meal at a nice little Italian restaurant, and I do not let her even see the bill. She tries to protest, but I stand firm.

“Paying for the meal is one of the privileges of a gentleman,” I insist. “Especially when he is eating with his fiancée.”

And after a pleasant morning my phone bings with an incoming message from James.

Will be finished about half an hour

So, we make our way to the Haswell Building.

*****
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Charlotte and I wait together in the reception. 

“They’re still in the meeting.” says the secretary, “but do take a seat. Help yourselves to coffee.” She waves us across to a waiting area, with coffee machine, biscuits and a heap of glossy magazines.

I pour two coffees, then taking a seat, I drink mine, flipping through a magazine. Charlotte wanders off, examining something at the other side of the room.

James and a stranger, Haswell I presume, are visible in the next office through a large internal window.

The stranger glances up at us then doubletakes back to Charlotte. His eyes widen before, seeing me watching, he looks away. James glances up and, seeing us, taps his watch with a ‘five-minutes’ hand.

Charlotte is paying rapt attention to some kind of model in a case. She circles the display, chewing on her lower lip, her expression strange, almost predatory.

“Is this the big project they’re working on?” she asks the receptionist.

“Yes, that’s right. Almost everything over there, except for some of the historical buildings, is going to be bulldozed and redeveloped. The work’s already started.”

Charlotte mutters something under her breath then continues her examination of the model, apparently lost to the world.

What’s so fascinating about a builder’s model?

“What’s so interesting, Charlotte?” I ask.

But before she has a chance to answer, the office door opens, and James enters, the stranger following.

As I stand to meet them, now with a view across the room, with a shock of recognition I realise that a large part of the model that has so entranced Charlotte is a future-scape made up of miniatures of James’ sketches.

Towers and pinnacles soar. Domes crown spacious public spaces and arenas. Parks of rolling grassland and sheeting water, frame outdoor theatres and arenas....

Anyone with any desire at all to live in a city, would want to live in this city....

Did Charlotte ever see his sketches?

... I’m not sure....

No surprise that it has entranced her. It looks fantastic.

“Ah, Charlotte, Michael,” says James. “Not been waiting long I hope?”

“Only five minutes,” I say, “and the lady here makes a good cup of coffee.”

The stranger hands a sheaf of documents to the receptionist. “Francis, could you scan these and then on-send them to James please.” 

He glances across at Charlotte. “My apologies if I seemed rude a few minutes ago,” he says. “You caught me by surprise. Just for a moment, I thought you were my wife, and I know she’s not here today. There is a striking resemblance.”

“Charlotte, Michael,” says James. “Can I introduce Richard Haswell, Founder and CEO of The Haswell Corporation.”

Charlotte smiles, proffering her hand in a business-like manner.... “Nice to meet you, Mr Haswell.” Her words are entirely polite and appropriate, but her body language says something entirely different.

Haswell is a striking man. Tall, with steel-grey hair, a tanned face and piercing blue eyes, he is attractive in the conventional sense. But there is more than that to him....

Spot the billionaire alpha....

.... and James speculated that he’s a dom....

As I see him now, his bearing, his stance, everything about him speaks of power and a casual authority.... a Master in every sense of the word and one of life’s natural leaders.

.... and the more I watch him, the more I think James has the right of it....

Yes, he’s a dom....

And in truth, how could someone like Haswell be anything else, with the money and authority to hold the world in sway, Master of all around him?

.... and Charlotte reacts....

Perhaps it wouldn’t be spotted by anyone who didn’t know her well. But of course, James and I know her intimately, and in a way that means we constantly watch for and read her body language.

As he accepts her hand with a firm shake, there’s a tilt to her head, an intake to her breath. It’s subtle. I don’t think Haswell notices, but I do....

And so does James....

*****
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Is he a dom? He’s got to be...

Haswell’s easy poise and authority is such that I simply take it for granted. How could any man of his sort be anything other than one of life’s natural Masters...?

It doesn’t occur to me to follow this thought through to its natural conclusion.

The meeting has gone well, really well. Haswell is clearly delighted with what I have done. For that matter I am delighted with what he has done; picking up the baton to run with it. The cityscape model is a wonderful piece of work: a masterpiece of collaboration between two sets of ideas, his and mine, that will mesh and combine perfectly. And the whole will be so much more than the sum of the parts, a city renovation to be proud of. Generations to come will benefit from the work we are doing now.

And the offer of a directorship seems to be in the bag. “I’m having the papers drawn up, James. I have a first draft here,” he says, waving a folder at me. “It needs i’s dotted and t’s crossed with the major shareholders, and of course, you need to go through it as well. But I’m confident that we will reach an arrangement that works for all of us. I’m looking forward to having you onboard and taking this forward.”

He gives my hand a brisk shake. “I’ll see you again in a couple of weeks then? Enjoy your vacation in the meantime. I think those are your friends waiting outside?”

I noticed them a few minutes ago. Michael is reading something or other. Charlotte seems to have taken an interest in the model.

With a warm glow, I realise that I’m looking forward to telling her about it....

Wonder if she’ll understand it at all...?

Not really a girl-thing.... Better be careful not to bore her to death with it...

They both look across as we exit Haswell’s office, Michael standing politely, Charlotte taking a step or two towards us.

“Ah, Charlotte, Michael,” I say, “Not been waiting long I hope?”

“Only five minutes,” smiles Michael, then head-pointing Francis, “and the lady here makes a good cup of coffee.”

Haswell hands the draft directorship agreement across. “Francis, could you scan these and then on-send them to James please.” 

He turns to Charlotte. “My apologies if I seemed rude a few minutes ago. You caught me by surprise....” 

.... Really...?

“.... Just for a moment,” he continues, “I thought you were my wife, and I know she’s not here today. There is a striking resemblance.”

Odd.... Her looks are quite unusual....

.... Still, a man like Haswell is bound to have a beautiful wife....

“Charlotte, Michael,” I say. “Let me introduce Richard Haswell, Founder and CEO of The Haswell Corporation.”

And I see it there. She approaches him, her hand held out to shake, but the smile and the look in her eyes....

“Nice to meet you, Mr Haswell,” she says. But as she speaks, I see the sub offering herself to the dom.... Her pupils dilate madly, her great green eyes like saucers. Her breath hitches....

How dare you....

Remember who owns you....

And you look like his wife...?

*****
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James’ eyes narrow in a way that I’ve not seen before, but which clearly spells trouble....

Oh, shit....

Charlotte’s gaze flicks to his and then breaks away. She releases Haswell’s hand as though it might bite her.

She looks to me. I give her a long glance and then I look away.

The whole thing happens in under a second, but....
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