
  
    [image: The Boy with the Crow]
  


  
    
      THE BOY WITH THE CROW

      A CORK ATTIC, A SKULL, AND A DANGEROUS DEVOTION

      
        MEMENTO MORI

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        JERN TONKOI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tonkoi Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Jern Tonkoi

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT ADVISORY

          

          MATURE THEMES

        

      

    

    
      This novel combines explicit queer romance with a noir-leaning mystery and a strong psychological focus. Sexual content between adults is depicted frankly and forms part of the characters’ emotional journeys. Violence appears only in moderate, non-graphic moments, and a gunshot injury is handled without gore.

      The story includes trauma-related triggers, moments of panic, and some intense imagery, particularly around distressing memories, yet these are balanced by tenderness, connection, and a steady movement toward trust.

      Readers comfortable with explicit intimacy woven into a moody, character-led mystery will find the boundaries clearly signposted and the emotional depth rewarding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          1. Mason

        

        
          
            February

          

        

      

      
        
          2. Mason

        

        
          
            Friday 3rd May

          

        

      

      
        
          3. Mason

        

        
          
            Saturday 10th February, three months earlier

          

        

      

      
        
          4. Mason

        

        
          
            Friday 3rd May, back to the present day

          

        

      

      
        
          5. Arty

        

        
          
            Saturday 18th May

          

        

      

      
        
          6. Mason

        

        
          
            Eight years ago

          

        

      

      
        
          7. Mason

        

        
          
            Friday 7th June, back to the present day

          

        

      

      
        
          8. Mason

        

        
          
            Later, at the Seafarer Bar

          

        

      

      
        
          9. Arty

        

        
          
            Sunday 9th June

          

        

      

      
        
          10. Tim

        

        
          
            Monday 10th June

          

        

      

      
        
          11. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, on the outskirts of UCC

          

        

      

      
        
          12. Mason

        

        
          
            Tuesday 11th June

          

        

      

      
        
          13. Mason

        

        
          
            Thursday 13th June, Mason’s Birthday

          

        

      

      
        
          14. Mason

        

        
          
            Saturday 15th June

          

        

      

      
        
          15. Tim

        

        
          
            Sunday 16th June

          

        

      

      
        
          16. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, in the attic

          

        

      

      
        
          17. Tim

        

        
          
            In the Aula Maxima

          

        

      

      
        
          18. Mason

        

        
          
            Later that afternoon

          

        

      

      
        
          19. Mason

        

        
          
            Monday 17th June

          

        

      

      
        
          20. Tim

        

        
          
            Ten minutes earlier

          

        

      

      
        
          21. Bria

        

        
          
            Later in the afternoon

          

        

      

      
        
          22. Mason

        

        
          
            Tuesday 18th June

          

        

      

      
        
          23. Mason

        

        
          
            Later, at the gym

          

        

      

      
        
          24. Tim

        

        
          
            Wednesday 19th June

          

        

      

      
        
          25. Arty

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, on the first floor of the clinic

          

        

      

      
        
          26. Arty

        

        
          
            Twenty-one years ago

          

        

      

      
        
          27. Bria

        

        
          
            Thursday 20th June, Dublin

          

        

      

      
        
          28. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, in Cork

          

        

      

      
        
          29. Bria

        

        
          
            Friday 21st June, London

          

        

      

      
        
          30. Bria

        

        
          
            Later, in Dublin

          

        

      

      
        
          31. Tim

        

        
          
            Friday 21st June

          

        

      

      
        
          32. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, in the attic

          

        

      

      
        
          33. Tim

        

        
          
            Saturday 22nd June

          

        

      

      
        
          34. Tim

        

        
          
            Later, at Green Frog café

          

        

      

      
        
          35. Arty

        

        
          
            Sunday 23rd June, at an early hour

          

        

      

      
        
          36. Tim

        

        
          
            Half an hour earlier

          

        

      

      
        
          37. Arty

        

        
          
            Later, at dawn

          

        

      

      
        
          38. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile in the attic

          

        

      

      
        
          39. Tim

        

        
          
            Monday 24th June

          

        

      

      
        
          40. Arty

        

        
          
            Tuesday 25th June

          

        

      

      
        
          41. Arty

        

        
          
            Later, at Armitage Wellness

          

        

      

      
        
          42. Mason

        

        
          
            Wednesday 26th June

          

        

      

      
        
          43. Tim

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, at Green Frog café

          

        

      

      
        
          44. Bria

        

        
          
            Later, in the superintendent’s office

          

        

      

      
        
          45. Tim

        

        
          
            Later still, at Armitage Wellness

          

        

      

      
        
          46. Tim

        

        
          
            Thursday 27th June, in the early hours before dawn

          

        

      

      
        
          47. Mason

        

        
          
            Thursday 27th June, morning

          

        

      

      
        
          48. Bria

        

        
          
            Later, at the station

          

        

      

      
        
          49. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, outside the station

          

        

      

      
        
          50. Tim

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, at the gym

          

        

      

      
        
          51. Mason

        

        
          
            Meanwhile, on the road

          

        

      

      
        
          52. Tim

        

        
          
            Tuesday 2nd July

          

        

      

      
        Bria

      

    

    
      
        Thank You for Reading!

      

      
        Also by Jern Tonkoi

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Finding me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      February

      Rain tries to bore its way in. Proper Cork rain—sideways, needly, whipped off the Lee and slammed straight into his attic window. Each gust rattles the pane. If the weather pushes any harder, the whole roof might cave in.

      Mason drags his eyes off the monitor. The glow paints his skin that sickly blue you get off cheap LEDs, makes him look like a ghost who hasn’t slept in years. He pushes up in his chair and peers through the glass.

      South Parish stretches below him, all crooked roofs and chimney pots hunched against the downpour. The river’s black vein glints between buildings, swollen and restless. Beyond that, the hills climb in jagged lumps, like the spine of an ancient beast curled beneath the city, shifting in its dreams.

      The rain comes at a hard slant, sharp as pins under the street lamps. Down in the back garden, the young oak he planted five years back shivers, leaves flicking this way and that—nervy little movements, like a dog’s ears catching distant sounds.

      He watches it all for a beat, the city drowning under the midnight lashing.

      Grand night for thinking too much.

      His eyes flick to the corner of the screen. Just past ten.

      The tea’s stone-cold, abandoned somewhere between a flood of code and the clatter of keys. He knocks it back anyway. Waste not. A proper brew deserves dignity, even in death. More than some folk ever get.

      He’s almost finished. Forty-five minutes, an hour if his brain doesn’t bolt for the shadows again. One last push and he can ship the update to the App Store. His hand strays to his mouth, teeth grinding down on a knuckle. Not out of worry. Out of habit. Out of ritual.

      A solid grin nags at his conscience.

      His gaze slides upwards.

      From the narrow shelf above the monitor, a pair of empty sockets stares at him. Not eyes. Absences. Cavities in a yellowed skull, age-stained and smooth, with an almost perfect set of teeth. The bone watches him—patient, amused.

      Expectant.

      Mason glares back at the darkness inside the hollow. Whoever blinks first…

      Feck it—he blinked. Mason rubs his eyes with both hands. A born loser.

      “Yeah, right. I’m going,” he says.

      Because the coding can wait. The man might not.

      He taps out a few jagged notes, trying to sketch the tangle in his head before it’s swallowed whole by interruption. His thoughts don’t scatter, they knot—neatly, maddeningly—like barbed wire coiled in tidy rolls. A careless attempt to uncoil may result in a painful experience. He scrawls in keywords, half-spoken thoughts, a desperate shorthand only he can hope to decipher.

      And not always.

       

      Mason shrugs on a waterproof jacket—standard-issue survival gear for any Irish soul. It’s far too big, sagging at the shoulders, already tired of him. He’d bought the same jacket for the man twice before. The first had been nicked straight off his back in midwinter by some “unholy walker of sins”—or someone of similar description. He didn’t bother to take notes.

      Two matching thermal flasks wait by the door, brilliant blue and stamped with a school crest in bright white, now worn down to an absurd riddle. Ju_entus Vent_ra. Mason runs his thumb across the faded print. Latin ghosts, whispering nonsense.

      This would be an appropriate moment to reminisce on the fading of youth, and conjure up some fond memory of the bygone days, the age of innocence that can never return.

      But he’s not going to.

      Not that the memory is still raw. He’s twenty-three. He has had years to contemplate his mishap and its consequences. His childhood memory is not raw. It had time to ferment and putrefy, turn to potent liquid, and its stinking fumes percolate through every inch of his bone and cling to the marrow.

      He stows the two identical flasks away in his messenger bag and slings it over his shoulder. The tatty green baseball cap—an essential piece of him. It hides his stark white hair that tends to act as a conversation starter. He shaved it once. Regretted it for weeks. Tried dyeing it—looked like a clown died in his bathroom. Since then, the cap stays. Mason snatches his cap off the hook, fits it to his skull, and glances at the one still on the shelf.

      “Right, I’m off.” He ducks into the wet dark, not waiting for a reply.
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        * * *

      

      On a normal Friday night, Western Road would be pulsing—students spilling between pubs, the air thick with laughter, perfume, and cheap lager. Studying’s a stressful endeavour; you’d need a blow-out now and then. And Friday’s as good a night as any to get locked.

      But not tonight.

      The rain has emptied the street. It lashes down in sheets, driving even the hardiest into hiding. The few figures still out scurry like rats, darting into alleyways or slipping behind heavy doors that slam shut with a final, echoing bang.

      Mason steps onto the elevated steel landing outside his attic apartment. The wind punches him sideways the moment the door cracks open—a cold, wet thump that steals his breath. Rain runs off the brim of his cap and needles his face. He drags the hood forward, swallowing cap and ears, and starts down the slick iron stairs. His boots strike the metal in sharp, hollow clanks, each one drowned at once by the hissing downpour.

      The Green Frog, just across from University College Cork (UCC), should still be open. He decides to chance it—they do a decent cup.

      Light spills through the café’s rain-smeared windows, amber and inviting. The sign on the glass reads Open, bless it. Mason ducks inside, shaking rain from his sleeves like a wet dog at a funeral.

      Two Americanos; six forty. He pays and steps aside, eyes on the storm-washed street outside. The rain doesn’t fall so much as converge—sheets of it dragged sideways by the wind, thrashing down with no care for any poor eejit caught in it.

      Where would the man be tonight?

      With the wind blowing from the west, possibly Mardyke Bridge. That was a usual haunt.

      “Two Americanos.”

      Mason startles at the barista’s voice and turns, avoiding her eyes.

      “Thanks,” he mutters.

      He tightens both lids, tucks the flasks into his bag. His fingers hover at the zip—hesitates. Then he blurts, “Er… could I get a scone? To go.”

      “Course. I’ll throw in butter and⁠—”

      “No. Just the scone. Cheers.”

      The bag crinkles as he shoves it in beside the flasks. He pulls his hood up again, shoulders shrinking into the fabric, and slips back out into the night.

       

      The city feels older out here. Rain eats the light before it touches the ground. Each lamppost glows in a trembling halo, but the space between them is blind. Mason keeps his gaze off the bulbs; they leave little burns drifting in his vision, and he needs his eyes sharp. The patter on his hood has thickened into a heavy, booming drumbeat. A river of sound.

      To his right, the skatepark lies empty—thank Christ. Anyone loitering around children’s playgrounds in weather like this isn’t there for wholesome reasons. He picks up pace, boots striking through thin puddles that vein the footpath like burst blisters, each splash a brief pulse before the rain washes it flat again.

      Mardyke Bridge looms ahead, a shadow of concrete and steel carved into the night. Mason lowers his head and hurries on. He’s been tracking that man five years now. Never strays far. Not territorial, just practical. A man has to eat, and the city offers pickings—bins behind takeaways, soup vans, careless students with too much and no sense of what too little feels like.

      Just before the bridge, a dirt trail veers off to the right, snaking down towards the River Lee. Mason follows it. He clicks on the torch on his phone, but the beam only glances off the dark, sucked in by the trees and mist and water-soaked air.

      The ground squelches beneath him. Days of rain have turned the riverbank to sludge. Each step needs testing—press, then shift, then settle. Slow-going. He’s used to it.

      Funny. He’s never considered the obvious—anyone could slip out here, trying to find shelter, and simply vanish into the muck. Drown like a dog. No eulogy. No questions asked.

      Mason steps onto what looks like solid grass—too late. The sod gives way and his right leg plunges down into freezing water. His boot fills instantly. He grabs the branch of a scrubby bush, nearly tears it out by the root, hauls himself upright.

      A waterproof boot is no defence when he dunks half his calf in the river. Mason drags his sorry foot back onto land. The squelch when he pulls his foot free is unholy. Cold slimes its way up his shin, seeps through wool and skin, right down to the bone.

      His stomach turns.

      The river gurgles beside him, mouth open, always ready.

      Sure, anyone could misstep and fall into the water, and so could he. And the river would take them willingly.

      He stares into the current. Black water under black sky. Raindrops stitch the surface with constant motion—the fragile border between this world and the world down below.

      How would it feel to be taken under, in the freezing depth? To lay still and watch the changing of the sky. To finally detach from this life. This memory.

      Would that be a fitting end for them?

      Maybe.

      But it would be too easy.
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        * * *

      

      The bridge overhead offers some shelter, its concrete gut swallowing the worst of the rain. The boom in Mason’s ears dulls to a hollow hush. In its place comes a softer sound, more human—more haunting.

      A man, whimpering.

      “…’Tis written, Do not put the Lord your God to the test. ’Tis written⁠—”

      Schrop. The wet earth sucks at Mason’s boot as he pulls it free from the boggy path.

      “Hah! I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoer!” The voice snaps, raw and sharp, spinning towards him.

      An orange wisp flashes in the gloom under the deep crevice of the bridge, like a streak of madness catching fire. Mason lifts his torch and casts its beam into the dark.

      A figure recoils from the light, shielding his eyes with a crusted hand. A large man, hunched and filthy. Once, long ago, his soft ginger curls would’ve caught the torchlight like a halo, blazing and brilliant. Now they hang in thick, greasy clumps—tangled, crawling, and home to a dozen families of ticks and lice.

      “It’s me,” Mason says, edging under the dripping shelter.

      The man lowers his hand, squinting into the beam. In the harsh light, his hazel eyes take on a sickening yellow tone, pale as if they have long forgotten who they once belonged to. Forgotten, or forsaken. It’s the same thing.

      “Me…? Judas. Judas Iscariot.” He steps deeper into shadow.

      “No,” Mason says, steady. “It’s me. Mason.”

      “The holy ghost.”

      Mason rummages in his bag and draws out the blue flask and the scone, wrapped tight in a brown paper bag. Judas eyes them warily, then snatches them from Mason’s hands like a starving dog that still doesn’t trust the food.

      He crouches low against the bridge’s cold concrete flank and unscrews the flask. Steam coils out in a sharp, furious hiss.

      “Agh—!” He jerks the flask away, scalded.

      “Yeah, it’s fierce hot. Didn’t take long to find you tonight.”

      Mason swings the light down and locates a flattish rock nearby. He sits and strips off his right boot, tipping out the muddy water. His toes burn from the cold. He rubs them alive again before pulling out the second flask for himself.

      He doesn’t like coffee. It lies, smelling warm and sweet—a comfort in a cup. But it isn’t. It’s a serpent in disguise. Bitter, sharp, and coiled with heat. Still, on a night like this—with the wind shrieking through trees and the river roaring like it wants a sacrifice—coffee is exactly what they need.

      He takes a sip. His jaw trembles at the first hit—charred, acrid, the taste of rotten earth. It bites going down and leaves its mark, a scorched trail on the tongue. Stiff stuff. Meant to keep them upright. Meant to keep them awake.

      Because sleep has no place on a night like this.

      Beside him, the paper bag rustles. Then come the sounds—wet chewing, lips smacking, tongue working like an animal in heat. Mason lays his phone down, torch upwards, casting a dim cone of light beneath the bridge. The shadows press close on all sides.

      The hunched figure feigns indifference. Occasionally he glances out through the curtain of his matted hair, checking to see if the threat has passed. His clothes—or what remains of them—are soaked and sagging. Rags cling to his frame like wet skin. He drinks again, slower this time, letting the heat crawl inside him. His shaking eases.

      “Why were you crying?” Mason asks, eyes fixed on the black, heaving river.

      “Crying?”

      “Just then. When I walked in.”

      “Crying—no. My book.” A shudder rattles through him. “It’s ruined. Ruined.”

      He fumbles beneath his filthy layers and retrieves a black book, thick as a brick and twice as heavy with water.

      “The Bible? What of it?”

      “In the mud. The Devil made me.” His voice cracks. “The holy words… they’re sullied. I’m sorry. Forgive me. Please, forgive me.”

      A desperate plea, flung towards the heavens. But no one’s listening. Not the living. Certainly not the dead.

      The cry for forgiveness will never be answered.

      Mason leans forward. The book catches the light—its pages swollen, warped, stuck together in a thick, earthy block. The words are drowned. Just like everything else down here.

      “Might be alright once it dries,” Mason says.

      “Twisted!” Judas howls. “’Tis my punishment. Twisted in me head! Wicked in me head!”

      He slams the sodden Bible into his own face. Again. Again. The edge of the spine splits the skin on his nose. Blood seeps out, mixing with the grime on his face, streaking through the filth like warpaint made from sin.

      He stinks of rot. Of rot that once was man.

      Mason watches, sips his coffee, lets the bitterness fill the quiet.

      “They’ve changed the blend,” he mutters to no one. “Still a medium roast.”

       

      After a long silence, Mason asks, “What’ve you done with your jacket?”

      “Jacket…” Judas pats himself down, bewildered. As if only now discovering his own skin. “Where… where is it?”

      Mason sighs. He shrugs out of his oversized jacket and tosses it across the space. Judas fumbles it on, the fabric stretching over his broad chest, the sleeves too short. It fits neither of them, really. A pathetic compromise of sort.

      “It’s warm,” Judas breathes, clutching it to him. “Warm. The ghost is warm.” He begins to rock, slow and rhythmic, as though comforting something inside himself.

      Mason scoffs and holds out his hand. “Flask.”

      Judas passes it back without protest, then retreats into the gloom beneath the bridge. A creature returned to its den.

      Rain still hammers the river, but the sound has faded—receding, or simply absorbed into the vast hush of the underpass. Mason stows the flasks, prepares to leave.

      From the black mouth of shadow, the voice rises again, soft and cracked:

      “…hungry, you gave me something to eat. I needed clothes and you clothed me. I was in prison and you came…”

      Mason stops. Turns his head.

      “You are in prison,” he says. “You haven’t left.”

      A pause. Then, almost tender: “But you came to visit me.”

      “No, I—” His voice falters. What was he going to say?

      Mason tugs the brim of his cap low and backs out from under the bridge. The rain catches him again—cold, insistent. He lets it soak him, and walks into the night.
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        * * *

      

      He should’ve known. The rain always feels heavier when he’s running through it half-soaked, jacketless, than it does from the comfort of shelter. At least the cap shields his eyes. Mason hauls himself up onto the concrete platform at the base of the bridge and bolts for the road. His jumper—thick, stubborn wool—drinks with greedy, laboured gulps, intent on drowning him before the storm gets its chance.

      Headlights sweep through the rain, each droplet briefly immortalised in their beams, glowing as they fall. White and red lights shimmer on the slick black tarmac—advancing or retreating, real or reflected, it’s hard to tell any more.

      Mason tips the brim of his cap for a clearer view of the oncoming traffic.

      A car slows beside him, splashing water up over his boots. A black BMW with tinted windows. Mason opens the passenger door and slides in. His soaked jumper presses against the fabric seat, leaving a dark stain.

      “Sorry,” he mutters, glancing at the growing puddle under his feet.

      “It’s alright.” Arty barely shrugs. “I’ve been meaning to swap these for leather. Better for men’s health to keep things cool, you know.”

      He throws Mason a sideways look, dark eyes glinting with some quiet joke, and pulls away from the kerb with casual precision.

      Rain blurs the world outside into streaks of light and colour. Mason stares out, silent. Arty’s probably just come from one of his private clients—the rich ones, the ones who like their bodies healed and maybe a little more besides. He’s good at what he does. Mason knows that first-hand. But it’s not the massage alone that keeps Arty’s calendar full.

      There’s something about him—something unsettlingly perfect. An enigmatic charm that appeals to men and women.

      His long black hair is tied into a loose knot at the back of his head, the rest tumbling in soft, alluring waves. Skin smooth and golden, unearned by sunbeds or Irish skies—just something the gods gave him at birth. His lips are thin, always curved in a half-smile like he knows more than he should. He speaks gently, but beneath it, there’s steel. A man balanced on the knife-edge between beauty and menace.

      Mason watches him, drawn by the uneasy symmetry.

      “You didn’t stay over?” He asks, his voice flat, the question more habit than interest.

      “No,” Arty says, still smiling. “She had her fill. Sent me packing after a rubdown.”

      Mason doesn’t answer. Arty never seems bothered. Never seems anything, really.

      “I’m getting too old for this,” Arty adds with a soft laugh.

      “You’re not even thirty.”

      “She asked about you, though.” He glances sideways again.

      “Who?”

      “Cassandra. You’ve met her once or twice at the clinic.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Sure you do. Mid-forties. Legs for days. Blonde all the way down.”

      “The art dealer from Dublin?”

      “That’s her.”

      “I’ve never talked to her.”

      Arty chuckles. “She likes the look of you. The offer’s there if you’re interested.”

      Mason doesn’t reply.

      He’s not interested and he doesn’t need the money. The thought of small talk, of managing his space around another person—hell, it makes him feel tired already.

      Arty drops it with a shrug. “You’ll think about it. Now—why the hell were you out in this rain, dressed like a stray?”

      He reaches over and yanks Mason’s cap clean off.

      Wet white curls tumble down. Mason doesn’t bother fixing them.

      “Went for a walk,” he says. “Didn’t check the sky.”

      “You could’ve called me for a lift. You know that.”

      “It’s fifteen minutes. If I run.”

      “Your lips are blue,” Arty says with a laugh. “Your brows are twitching. Has the rain pissed you off?”

      Is that it? No. Not exactly.

      …I was in prison and you came…

      “Yeah,” Mason mutters. “Must be the fecking rain.”

      The hammering on the windscreen softens, settling into a steady hiss. The city melts around them. They idle at a red light, the blood-coloured glow soaking their faces.

      Arty stares straight ahead. “Mason, don’t cry.”

      Mason whips his face towards the window. “Why would I?”

      But something prickles beneath his ribs.

      With his eyes fixed on the road, Arty reaches out, clamps the back of Mason’s neck—firm, warm, grounding. The pressure is slow and rhythmic, circling into his spine, steadying his nerve, untying something knotted inside.

      “I think you’d like Cassandra,” Arty murmurs. “Have a think about it, yeah?”

      Mason doesn’t respond. His hand tightens into a fist. Maybe it’s the cold. Maybe not. The shiver that starts in his sodden feet is crawling up his back, rooting itself in his skull.

      “Wanna go to the ring?” Arty asks, glancing at him, the pressure on his neck deepening.

      The ring.

      Mason’s heart stumbles at the word, skips like a stone on black water. That place. The ritual. The edge of existence.

      He doesn’t trust his voice, but he hears himself say:

      “Sure. Why not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday 3rd May

      Sober dawn crawls across the Cork skyline, slicing through the attic window with arrogant ease. Hints of gold and pink spill over the rooftops, painting them with a promise of warmth that Mason finds more mocking than comforting. It’s early May, that time of year when the sun flaunts its punctuality with no mercy for aching heads or red-rimmed eyes.

      He exhales, rubbing at his eyelids in a fruitless attempt to ease the burn. Truth is, he knows better. He shouldn’t have spent the whole night hunched over the glow of his monitor, picking through the guts of a camera app just because he’s desperate to launch it this month.

      But old habits don’t vanish because they ought to, and some are ingrained.

      On any other day, he’d just put it down as another one of his bad decisions. Nothing new there; he collects them like stamps. But not today. There’s an appointment this evening he’s not willing to skip.

      His chair groans as he leans back, stretching out a spine that’s long since turned against him. One bleary eye lands on the skull perched on the shelf, lit from below by the red digital glare of his alarm clock.

      “Didn’t set it again, did I?” he mutters, dragging a hand down his face. “Could’ve said something. You’re no use to me dead, bud.”

      The skull says nothing, which is just as well. He doesn’t need a lecture at this hour in the morning.

      He rises with a grunt, his legs slow to uncurl. A band of pain lances from hip to spine—penance for a night lost in code. It’s the only thing that makes sense some days: clean logic, no small talk, no second-guessing. Just problems with answers, and silence that doesn’t judge. And it earns.

      But for now, he stares down the attic, squinting against the intruding light, then pulls the blackout blind with a snap. The room exhales into darkness.

      His mattress waits for him on the oak boards—narrow, lumpy, good enough. He collapses face-down, the wood groaning faintly under him.

      The attic is a quiet little world, carved above the main house. Arty’s idea, back when Mason still flinched at the thought of housemates and hadn’t two coins to knock together. He’d inherited the place when Mam died, but a mortgage doesn’t care about grief. Neither do banks. They turned him down for a loan before the ink had dried on his application.

      So Arty stepped in.

      Between the extension, the stairs, and the rewiring, Mason had burned through every cent. Ended up with a mattress Arty said was too soft for his treatment bed and a fridge Mason bought on clearance. Everything else—desk, cabinet, sink—was handed down from Arty’s last failed venture.

      That’s it for the furniture. The rest of his life fits inside a couple of cardboard boxes. And Mason, who once had nothing but a backpack and a dead woman’s house, had a home again.

      He flips onto his side, arm draped over his eyes. The mattress squeaks.

      Five years. That long since he met Arty.

      It had been in the rehab wing of the hospital—a room that reeked of bleach and despair, with yellowed blinds that never opened right and ceiling tiles stained with ancient leaks. Everything about the place felt abandoned mid-thought. Mason remembered sitting there, hating the smell more than the pain in his leg.

      He’d been meant to show up weekly. Stretch, talk, pretend to care. But he couldn’t face it. Couldn’t stand the closeness, the looks, the expectation that he might open up about the fire. So he dodged it. Slipped out when no one watched. Let the calls go unanswered.

      Somehow Arty kept finding him. Didn’t try to drag him back.

      Arty never asked. Not once. Not when Mason looked half-dead, not when he went mute for days. Just handed him odd jobs—sort out the clinic’s website, set up the booking system, run ads that barely reached anyone but made Arty grin like they had.

      The pay was shite, but the quiet was priceless.

      In time, Arty became more than a friend—the kind who doesn’t ask what broke you, just shows up with a shovel and helps you bury it. No grand gestures. Only a quiet shrug, and a steady hand that pulled Mason out of the muck more than once.

      He smirks into the dark. Arty still does his after-hours between-the-sheets gig, swearing blind he makes more in one night than in a week at the clinic. Mason suspects he only started the nixer to fund the attic renovation in the first place, and never stopped because money’s always tight and people are always lonely.

      Nearly four years on, Mason’s close to square. One more year and the debt’s done. Maybe then he can sleep easy. Maybe not.

      His limbs grow heavy. He’s still got this evening to think about. Better get some shut-eye.

      “Wake me if I stop breathing, will ya?” he mutters to the skull.

      It doesn’t reply.
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        * * *

      

      The first week of May brings chaos to UCC—not the riotous kind, but the hushed, brittle panic of young minds cramming under pressure. The air hums with tension. Students flit across the lawn like startled birds—panic flowing out of their ears, tears flowing out of their eyes. Notes flutter from their hands, formulas muttered under their breath as if some fevered spirit is driving them on.

      It’s exam season, and the campus thrums with a quiet, collective dread.

      Mason settles into his usual spot beneath the drooping canopy of a myrtle tree, its branches casting dappled shadows over the worn wooden bench. From here, the Quad unfolds before him—a soft green square ringed by the university’s oldest stone guardians. The Main Quadrangle, in all its nineteenth-century Gothic Revival grandeur, stands solemn and stately. Grey limestone cloisters lean into one another like old monks whispering secrets, their pointed arches darkened by time, not weather. Gargoyles leer from their ledges. Turrets reach skywards, sharp against the clear blue.

      The atmosphere, steeped with history, supposedly contributes to the academic setting and creates a serene and inspiring environment of learning. He can’t see the connection.

      Mason sinks into the cool shade of the myrtle. He’s not supposed to find it beautiful, but he does. It’s the sort of place where ghosts might pause to eavesdrop on unfinished dreams.

      He puts down the battered paperback in his lap, eyes following a cluster of students pacing the lawn’s edge, deep in a debate over Boolean logic and the mystical agony of imaginary numbers. He’s almost interested. The sturdiness of the arches and columns and the intricacy of the stone carvings perhaps inspire him to learn, after all.

      Years ago, when he was still living in the UK, he was enrolled at a university for a computer science course. But he had a change of plan. Dropped out within the first month. Came back to Ireland.

      Back to Cork.

      Back to the house that still echoed with silence.

      Since then, he hasn’t thought about returning to studying again.

      He likes the ambience of a university though, that’s the reason he often comes for lunch at UCC. Universities are little hidden gardens, tucked away from the sober logic of the outside world—playgrounds where ideas, however absurd or ill-fitted to reality, are allowed to blossom. Whether they wither the moment they leave the stone walls and iron gates is a concern best postponed until after graduation.

      No, he’s not going to return to do a degree. Degrees are for people with ambitions. He hasn’t got any.

      Now, he watches from his bench, content to drift on the edges. There’s something soothing in the rhythm of it—ambition playing itself out in panicked footsteps, idealism worn thin by too many late nights. Mason watches the light in their faces—bright now, but give it time. Another decade and they’ll wear the same cynical look he sees on people everywhere, that slow erosion of wonder.

      And still, he comes here. Because beneath the shadow of gargoyles and ivy-strewn stone, hope lives a little longer.

      “Dr Button! Wait up!” A group of undergrads runs past his bench, jolting him out of his thoughts.

      A man emerges from one of the pointed, arched doorways.

      “Are you still not happy about the post-romanticism?” He speaks in a slow, rhythmic British accent that is relaxing to the ears.

      Mason looks up at the man possibly in his early thirties: clear blue eyes hiding no wickedness in their depth, a wide smile with laughter lines set by passing years, an expressive face without a hint of cynicism about him.

      The students gather around, bombarding one question after another as a last-minute attempt to salvage what they can. The man is amused at their desperation and strolls off while discussing the topics patiently. He taps one of the girls on her head with his phone and she blushes. He doesn’t appear to notice and laughs along with them. The laugh of a boy still brimming with hopes and dreams.

      Mason turns his attention back to his book, staring blankly at the pages until the lively discussion on post-romanticism fades in the distance.

      A buzz in his trouser pocket; he looks at the screen before answering.

      “Arty.”

      “Mason. I have a cancellation at two. Wanna come in? I can give you a whole body.”

      “Yeah, alright. See you in a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      Low lighting bathes the space in a gentle hush—though it’s not quite silence but a faint, steady drone that melts every stray noise into oblivion. Above him, a wooden ceiling curves in a gentle vault, its grain mellowed by the amber light. A delicate, sweet scent threads the air—earthy, warm, the sort of fragrance that settles over him like an embrace. The glow gathers around him in a soft cocoon, holding him so thoroughly that the world beyond feels distant, barely existing.

      And the touch…, Arty’s touch.

      It started back when he was doing odd jobs for Arty. Sometimes there was no money, but he didn’t mind—a favour for a friend. Then came the time he wrenched his back fixing a leak. Arty insisted on ‘manual therapy’—brutal massages that made him flinch. But by the second session, the knots in his muscles began to loosen, grudgingly giving way.

      The therapy didn’t stop with his back, though. In time, it turned into something more, something he craves in ways he can’t quite articulate.

      It’s probably psychological.

      No, he’s certain it is.

      Arty’s busier than ever these days, but whenever a slot opens, he calls Mason in for a free session—and Mason never refuses.

      “Your hamstring and hip flexor are bleeding tight on this side. You’ve been sitting cross-legged again?” Arty folds his leg over and drives a thumb into the back of his thigh.

      “Yeah. Forgot to set the alarm,” Mason mutters, flat on his back, jaw clenched against the pain.

      “Right so. Pants off. Lie on your front. I’ll sort it out—but listen, you need to stretch every hour when you’re glued to that computer.”

      All sorts come through the treatment room, so long as they’ve deep pockets. Everyone wants something different, and Arty’s happy to oblige. ‘Armitage Wellness’ is just a name on a door; behind it, the services are… tailored. That’s how he gets away with charging a fortune and still keeps a waiting list deep into winter.

      Mason strips and rolls onto the bed, face down. The sheets smell faintly of lavender and sandalwood. Arty mixes warm oil with a yellow balm that looks like mashed turmeric. Camphor and Bengal root hit Mason’s nose—spicy, peaty, once eye-watering. Now, oddly comforting.

      Arty starts slow, spreading the heat across his thighs, his arse, the base of his spine. Then the pressure builds, thumbs grinding beside the bones, smoothing out knots that have taken root like old weeds.

      “Is Cassandra coming today?” Arty asks, casual.

      “Yeah. Meeting her at Pedro’s Place.”

      “Class. Love their Moqueca—when they have it. Not even on the fecking menu half the time.”

      Mason doesn’t know the regulars at the clinic. Doesn’t want to. But he knows Cassandra. Arty introduced them months back.

      Cassandra lives at the top of the world. Not the same world as him—a much larger one—and she’s the queen. She told him once her husband, forty-five years her senior, died and left her a mountain of money. Said she owes it to him to spend every cent before she goes too.

      Arty shifts onto the bed, planting his kneecaps at the top of Mason’s thighs and leaning in with his full weight. The crushing pressure radiates across Mason’s legs, a curious blend of ache and release that leaves him half-breathless. Letting someone do this demands a tremendous trust; one ill-judged move could wreck him, or else heal him entirely. That, in a nutshell, is how he sees Arty—an ambivalence between razor’s edge and quiet salvation.

      “How’re you getting on with her?” Arty asks, rolling his knees in a slow, deliberate grind.

      Mason has to breathe a few puffs before he can bring his voice out to answer. “It’s grand.”

      “She’s deadly altogether. I haven’t had anyone else like her.”

      Yes, Cassandra is deadly.

      Some time over three months ago, Arty arranged for her to come during his session.

      Mason was butt naked, lying underneath Arty like now when she walked in. In hindsight, Arty must’ve deliberately set him up, throwing him into the deep end.

      “How does your back feel?” Arty says.

      “Better.”

      “After a warm compression, it should forget ever being tortured through an all-nighter.”

      “How do you know?”

      Arty grins. “I know all sorts with just a touch of a hand.”

      The heat pack lands across Mason’s lower back—his muscles loosen, melting under the warmth. Arty’s hand doesn’t move away straight after; it sits at his arse for a beat too long, thumb resting there like it owns the spot, before the other hand dips back into the warming bowl.

      Then the elbows come in. Heavy, near-paralysing pressure driving straight through him. Oil slicks his skin, heat spreading in slow waves. His glutes yield under the grind of bone and weight, surrendering without fight. Mason focuses on breathing evenly, jaw tight, because Arty can read far too much with just his hands.

      “How about here?” Arty says in a low voice laced with an amused tone. A slippery finger traces a line up his inner thigh, along his backside, nudging him gently.

      “Ah, no.” Mason jolts. The reaction in his front is immediate.

      “You sure? It’s been a while.” Arty’s holding in his laugh.

      “Ye… yeah. If I want to fuck, I’ll go to the ring.” Mason clenches his fist on the bedsheet, but he’s arching his hips up to meet Arty’s hand.

      “Plenty of people enjoy my deep treatment here, on this bed.”

      “I know. And so do your receptionist and housekeeper, and other masseurs working for you.”

      Anya mops the place every morning. As for Zoe, it’s her job as a receptionist to know everything.

      “You need the ring?” Arty says, his finger’s still probing.

      “I do so.” Mason’s voice is wavering.

      Arty chuckles, then leans down and presses a kiss to the curve of his arse. More embarrassing than a kiss on the mouth, somehow. More deliberate.

      “Suppose you’ve got Cassandra for the weekend. She won’t forgive you if you’re not at your peak.”

      Fair point.

      Mason says nothing. Just listens to Arty’s footsteps retreat towards the sink, water running. The sharp edge of the oil has softened into something earthier now—warm, grounding. But Arty’s touch lingers. His skin hums where those hands passed—thighs, hips, lower back—each patch tingling like it’s been marked. The air feels colder without him, but Mason’s body hasn’t caught up. It pulses quietly, want curling beneath the surface.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday 10th February, three months earlier

      The door of the treatment room cracked open. A clipped, lilting voice chimed through:

      “Arty, darling. I’ve only forty minutes. Can you do something about—Oh. Heaven. Sorry.”

      Mason raised his head a fraction. That was all he could manage. Arty had him pinned face-down on the table, his knees grinding into Mason’s thighs, hands braced across his shoulders. Christ, this must be Cassandra—the patron Arty had been wanting him to meet.

      So the gobshite called her in without even asking. But this was far from ideal. Heat scalded Mason’s ears.

      “Cassandra, hi. Come in,” Arty said, smooth as cream. He rocked back and forth on his knees, leisurely, like a bastard cat stretching, then climbed off Mason’s back to greet her. “And this is Mason.” He gestured lazily towards the table.

      Easy for him to be breezy—he wasn’t the one flat-out naked with his arse in the breeze. Mason shot him a glare, catching the twitch of laughter on Arty’s thin lips.

      He weighed his options. Arty had shifted off him, which restored a sliver of dignity, but lying here like some specimen on a cold slab was edging from awkward to intolerable. Standing, though? Not a chance. There wasn’t a towel in sight.

      Christ.

      Mason buried his face in the pillow.

      The pillow.

      It’d have to do.

      He wriggled upright, hauling the pillow into his lap, doing his best to shield what little modesty he had left.

      “Mason,” Cassandra said, stepping into the room and shutting the door behind her. “Let’s have a look at you.”

      Her footsteps made no sound. She glided more than walked, all silk and chill. Her gaze—sharp, sea-glass green, dissecting with clinical poise—didn’t so much see him as see straight through him. A collector’s scrutiny, hunting for chips, for the faintest hairline fault.

      And he—nothing more than a gallery piece. Nude. Exposed. Made to be gawked at. Helpless beneath the quiet appraisal of someone who owned the room, and might yet decide to own him.

      He had a serious urge to pull up the bedsheet and make himself a toga. His hand scrunched the cotton sheet. But before he could untuck the rim, she was already next to the bed. Her hand reached towards his face.

      He flinched.

      The thought of someone other than Arty touching him…

      Cassandra didn’t blink. Her fingers—long, milk-pale, manicured to a shine—brushed through the unruly silver at his temple, grazed his brow, ghosted along his cheek.

      Mason froze. Marble, now. Good and proper.

      But after the jolt of dread came something else. Something cool. Something… clean. Her touch, sparkling as rainwater skimming off cut glass. Her hair slipped down over her shoulder, a pale golden spill catching the warm, intimate light. Threads of it kissed her bare arm as she moved.

      Mason, love. Time to get up now.

      Her bangles chimed, a delicate clink of gold, like laughter behind a locked door. Mason looked up.

      Her eyes were following him—no, mapping him. Nose to mouth to chest. Drawing an outline in her mind.

      “Stand up, darling.”

      He obeyed, slow and stiff, still gripping the modesty pillow like a drowning dog clutching the last scrap of driftwood. She gave a low, thoughtful hum, then plucked the pillow from his hands and tossed it aside without ceremony.

      He was left standing there, bare as truth, while she studied him. The brittle marble façade he’d managed to hold cracked down the middle, exposing the fragile centre beneath.

      He was nothing more than some half-starved mongrel hauled in from the rain. Head cocked, ribs sharp under the skin, unsure if this new warmth signalled mercy or the beginning of discipline. And, like the dog, he stood perfectly still, doing his best to hide the tremor running through him.

      “Silver top and dark bush,” she said, her wayward fingers exploring the sparse thicket below his belly.

      Mason burned.

      Her gaze took its sweet time roaming up and down his naked frame, then landed on his eyes, as though really seeing him as a person for the first time. The shift made his stomach knot. He’d much rather stay the dog—no one ever asked a dog where it’d been.

      She smiled. Not at him. For herself.

      “You’re a gem,” she said. But it wasn’t a compliment. It was an assessment.

      She reached up again, twisting a lock of silver between her fingers like a woman judging a thread count.

      After a moment, she said, “I’m a possessive creature. So, tell me, Mason—would you give up your other patrons for me?”

      “I—”

      “He’s not an escort. I told you before,” Arty cut in. He stood behind her at the far end, leaning against the door, his arms crossed on his chest, watching them.

      “Hmm.” She turned, and this time her smile landed on Mason. Real and sharp.

      “Mason, have you been with a woman before?”

      “Er… no.”

      “A man?”

      He glanced past her.

      “Who hasn’t?” she said, with a sly flick of amusement. “Can you do it with a woman?”

      “I don’t know.” And it was the truth.

      “I can find you someone else, Cass. Plenty of pretty boys in Cork,” Arty said.

      “I don’t want another pretty boy. I’ve a whole cabinet of those. But this…” She placed her hand flat on Mason’s chest. “This I don’t have. I want him.”

      Her voice—light as blown glass, every word kissed with sweetness from the past.

      “So, Mason. How about it?” she asked, her eyes soft, the kind of softness that promised nothing yet felt like shelter.

      Something in him leaned towards that warmth—a quiet ache for steadiness, for a moment where someone wasn’t demanding more than he had to give.

      Mason gave a small nod.

      From the pale shadow, Arty watched him.
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      Friday 3rd May, back to the present day

      The brass bell above the door gives a cheerful jangle, bright and brassy like a busker’s trumpet, and the Gerente de Salão sings out, “Bem-vinda!”

      Mason blinks, the present snapping back into focus. The scent of charcoal-grilled meats, roasted garlic, and something citrusy—blood orange, maybe—curls through the dim air. Pedro’s Place doesn’t just serve food. It performs it. Rich jungle greens hang from the ceiling in carefully chaotic baskets, and soft golden lighting spills from amber glass sconces, gilding every cheekbone and cocktail glass. Jazz swirls low and sultry beneath the chatter of moneyed accents and the clink of polished cutlery. The waiters—sleek in pressed whites—move like choreography between the curved booths and walnut tables.

      And then she arrives.

      Cassandra. A comet in slow motion.

      She strolls in and peels off a pair of sunglasses large enough to cover half her porcelain face. Her honey-blonde hair cascades down her shoulders, slipping past the plunging neckline of a crimson dress that clings to her like it is grateful for the job. The fabric flutters just enough with each step to suggest motion, but never chaos—always intent.

      Her heels are skin-toned, high-gloss, and merciless. Patent leather catching the light like lacquered claws. They mark the hardwood with a poised click-click-click as she crosses the room, drawing admiration and envy in equal measure—beautiful, inevitable, and just a shade predatory.

      Mason shuts his book. A reflex. His legs move before his mind catches up.

      He stands.

      His eyes lock to her, the room melting around her figure like wax around a wick. Cassandra isn’t tall—barely clears his shoulder, in fact—but she moves tall. Walks like she has ancestral rights to the land: chin up, eyes sharp, every inch of her radiating the cool, quiet confidence of someone born to be adored.

      To Mason, she towers over them all.

      She doesn’t look around. She knows exactly where he is—at her usual table by the front window. He squares himself up, doing his best to look a bit more refined than he feels. He manages a small, steady smile, pulls out the chair for her with what he hopes passes for charm as if offering the seat might make up for the nerves buzzing under his skin.

      “Boa noite, querido. Hello, darling. Have you waited long?” Her voice is silk-draped steel as she offers her cheek, the universal command for a kiss.

      Mason leans in. Brushes her skin with his lips. It’s cool and faintly scented—orange blossom and expensive soap.

      “Not really,” he says.

      Only forty minutes. But he had nothing better to do than read the same paragraph over and over while trying not to glance at the door like a jilted lad on his first date.

      A waitress glides over, menu in hand. Cassandra lays one lacquered finger on the cover like a queen stilling a servant.

      “We’ll have the Palmito salads to start. Moqueca with rice for mains.”

      So. She’s been here with Arty. That prickle Mason sometimes gets in his chest—that strange twist that could be jealousy or indigestion—makes itself known. He sips his wine to smother it.

      He’s grateful she orders. Always. His culinary vocabulary caps out at Irish stew and two veg or tuna on batch bread. Student canteen fare, greasy and dependable.

      Cassandra nods at his glass, amused. “What’s that you’re drinking?”

      “I don’t know. I just asked her for a red.”

      “It’s Pinot Noir,” the waitress supplies, prim and helpful.

      “Do you like it?” Cassandra asks, tilting her head.

      “Yeah, it’s grand. Nice and fruity.”

      He says it like a review for a yoghurt. He doesn’t care much for wine, but if she wants to play sommelier, he’ll be her charming, clueless subject.

      “We’ll have a bottle of that,” she says.

      The waitress hovers. “May I suggest a Viognier? An excellent white for the Moqueca. Very popular.”

      Cassandra smiles, but it’s a tight, feline smile. “Thank you, but no. Bring him what he likes.”

      Mason considers saying he’d be happy with tap water, honestly. But he doesn’t. This is part of the game. Her game. Bringing him out, brushing the soot from his edges, polishing until he shines brighter than a freshly minted coin. Her little project.

      He stares at the table’s centrepiece—a single, blood-red orchid under a dome of glass—and asks, “How was your week?”

      He’s still learning this—small talk. Social dance steps that feel like walking on stilts.

      Cassandra sighs. A performance sigh.

      “Could be better. Too many pests. I didn’t deserve it.”

      Mason frowns. “What?”

      “Family.”

      There’s venom in the word. Her mouth curls like she’s tasted something rotten.

      “You’ve never talked about your family.”

      Mason cringes as soon as it’s out. Eejit. He dreads the reciprocating question.

      “Because he’s not my family any more.” She leans closer, her eyes gleaming. “Come here to me, darling. Keep away from those who put you on a pedestal. They worship you while they chip away at your base. Soon enough, there’s nothing left. Just the hollow shell of who you were. You need to run. Run far.”

      “Are you being harassed?”

      “God, no.” Her laugh is sharp and humourless. “I owe him nothing. And I made that abundantly clear. The look on his face…” Her eyes flutter shut for a moment, savouring the memory. “Greasy pig. With luck, I won’t see him again for a while.”

      She twirls her fork. End of that topic.

      “Anyway. What about you?” she pivots.

      Here it comes. Mason swallows, bracing⁠—

      But she only asks, “How’s the app yoke coming along?”

      “The app?” He sits up straighter, caught off-guard but pleased. “Ah, grand. I fixed the issue and submitted it for review. It was a duplication bug in my database—should’ve seen it sooner, but⁠—”

      Her finger presses lightly against his lips. Silencing him mid-code.

      “What did I say about small talk?” she murmurs. “Sprinkle it. Keep it small… and cute.”

      “Yes. Small and cute.”

      He repeats it like a pupil, though his cheeks flush a little. She’s pleased. Her fingers sweep the fringe from his forehead like she’s inspecting her favourite artwork.

      “I look forward to Fridays,” she says, “when I can escape the gallery and come here to be with you.”

      “You love your gallery.”

      “I love the idea of a gallery. Curating hidden brilliance. Giving the world a glimpse of what it doesn’t deserve.” She plucks at her napkin. “But then there’s the business side. Also known as ‘Gary’.”

      She air-quotes his name with two fingers and a twist of her mouth.

      Gary. Mason’s heard the name before—business partner, maybe, or devil-in-human-form depending on Cassandra’s mood. She has a way of speaking about people that gives you nothing of substance, yet somehow sounds like the whole story. That’s the trick of her small talk. Elegant sabotage.

      “Never mind Dublin,” she says, brushing the thought away. “It’s the weekend. I want to get my fill of you.”

      She slips her card from her clutch and waves it towards the waitress like a wand. Then, with no regard for the room or the waiting world, she leans across the table and pulls him into a kiss. Long. Sighing. Public.

      The waitress hesitates, caught mid-reach, unsure whether to interrupt or flee.

      She makes the right call. Quietly, she plucks the card and vanishes.
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        * * *

      

      The five-storey apartment building juts out from the bank of the River Lee, its silhouette framed by St Fin Barr’s Cathedral on one side and Elizabeth Fort on the other. Dark slate quarried on Valentia Island armours its exterior, blending into the night so completely that only orderly rows of illuminated windows hint at its existence. At the pinnacle, the penthouse glows with discreet opulence: a dimmer set just low enough to transform the space into a private sanctuary. Floor-to-ceiling glass overlooks the city’s scattered lights, while plush furnishings and artful decor whisper wealth at every turn. Even the faint hum of hidden climate control suggests comfort and indulgence.

      Within that sultry glow, Cassandra’s pale skin appears lit from inside, as though she carries her own flame. A languid saxophone solo oozes from concealed speakers, each note clinging to the warm air. Mason slides his hand firmly along the subtle arc of her spine, savouring the curve beneath his palm before leaning down to graze the back of her neck with a slow, lingering kiss. His hips match the saxophone’s velvety rhythm, grinding against her from behind.

      “Push in a little deeper,” she whispers.

      He obliges without a moment’s hesitation. These last few months have taught him the road map of her body—where to press, where to hold, how to coax out the response she craves. His hand eases her shoulders onto the pillow, his body perfectly aligned with hers. Soft breaths spill over her ear as he nibbles at her earlobe.

      Cassandra arches, her moans rising in volume and urgency.

      “Ah, yeah. There,” she murmurs.

      Mason thrusts faster and more forcefully, each stroke edging her closer to the brink. And then it comes—the tightening of her muscles, the involuntary shudders, the unrestrained release. Cassandra’s body clenches and relaxes in the most natural way he imagines a woman’s body would.

      He holds her hips in place, his own release ripping through him as if some hidden trigger in his core has been set free. A heady flood of euphoria surges through his body, and in that moment, they share one breathless climax.

      “That was nicely done, Mason.” Cassandra says, her praise a little ragged. She flips onto her back and pulls him down, but he resists.

      “I’d better… you know? Clean up a bit,” he says, pushing himself off the bed and dashing into the bathroom.

      “Stay over tonight,” she says.

      “Erm, I don’t want to.”

      “None of my lovers ever say no to me. But you’ve been refusing me from day one.”

      “Sorry.”

      The thought of someone seeing him when he’s not fully conscious and in control of himself makes him anxious.

      “And you won’t take the monthly allowance,” she says.

      “I don’t need more money.”

      Cassandra’s already paying for everything when they go out and those outings are not cheap.

      “You don’t take it because you need it, you take it because it’s money.”

      But what would he do with it?

      She doesn’t pester him further. Through the opened door, he can hear her humming to the chorus line of the buttery sax. He’ll take a quick shower. Cassandra prefers the fresh floral scent of soap and shampoo to the salty muskiness of sweat and grime.

       

      Ten minutes later, Mason emerges wrapped in a bath towel. Cassandra’s still sprawling on her king-sized bed with no clothes on, a glass of Champagne in one hand. She rolls over when she notices him coming through the door.

      “Grab another towel and a hairbrush. I’ll dry your hair for you.”

      Cassandra rises onto her knees, guiding Mason to sit on the bed just before her. Droplets trickle down his cheeks, and she gently dabs them away with the towel, her fingertips steady yet soothing. She takes her time blotting the water from his hair, then begins to brush it through in patient strokes. There’s an unexpected comfort in the simple act; a comfort he used to hold a lifetime ago. Her touch spreads a soft warmth through his chest—a sense of being looked after, and it makes him feel disarmingly good.

      “Did I say earlier? I need to go back to Dublin tomorrow night,” she says, massaging his scalp with the towel.

      “No.”

      Cassandra usually stays till Sunday and has a full-blown brunch at Léa’s at the Glucksman, a museum in UCC where a drink costs more than a meal just a short distance down the road.

      “Aww, don’t be gloomy,” she laughs, leaning down to peck him on the cheek.

      He didn’t think he was.

      “How about we go out for a drive in the afternoon tomorrow? Do you drive?” She brushes his hair down as if she was tending to a pet dog. He wishes he was her dog. A dog would deserve all the attention.

      “Arty gave me some lessons, but I’ve never driven for real,” he says.

      “We’ll do that tomorrow so.”

      “Haven’t got a driving licence. I can’t.”

      “We’ll find an empty field somewhere outside Cork and you can try it out.”

      “What? In your Ferrari?”

      “Sure, live a life.”

      Cassandra hands him a flute filled with bubbly Champagne. Mason takes a glug. Live a life, that’s easy to say for a lot of people. But…

      The bubbles pop in a stream of tingles, waking up his body after the hot shower. Her vivacity leaves a scent on him. He takes the towel from her hand, slow and deliberate, then coaxes her back onto the pillow. She yields with a smile that borders on challenge.

      “I’m not complaining,” she murmurs, her voice like velvet slipping through smoke, “but you usually vanish before midnight.”

      He hesitates. The words catch in his chest before finding their way out. “I thought… maybe I’d stay. If the offer’s still open.”

      His voice wavers. Not much—but enough.

      Cassandra’s gaze softens. No sharpness. Just quiet understanding. She nods, slow. “Of course it is.”

      He exhales.

      Then he takes her wrists in his hands—gentle, but firm—and presses them to the pillow above her head. His mouth finds hers, more certain. Trying. Reaching.

      He doesn’t know if he’ll sleep. But tonight, he’ll stay.
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