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

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


CHAPTER
1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Harness or
holster?

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

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

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

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

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

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

Harness or
suspenders, shoulder holster maybe?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER
2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then it
clicked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER
3

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And you saw the
pub,” she finished.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ay, you ok?” she
asked, anxiously.

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

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

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

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

He looked at her,
his expression showing his disdain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I'm sorry?" Dylan
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