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        To my Sir,

      

      

      

      
        
        i’ve loved You for more than half my life. i hope to love You for many more years—there will never be enough. You are the heart and soul of this book. It’s Your love that gave me the courage to write this story. You are my moon and stars. The breath I breathe. My world. i love You.
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      In the BDSM lifestyle, language carries special meaning. You may notice that words such as i or pet names for the submissive, such as baby girl, are written in lowercase, while words used to address the Dominant, such as You or Sir, are capitalized.

      This is an intentional expression of respect and dynamic within the lifestyle, not an editing oversight.

      I’ve chosen to honor that tradition in this story to reflect the authenticity of the relationship dynamic you’ll encounter within these pages.
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      He’s going to propose to me. I’ll finally be one step closer to becoming Mrs. Thomas Moore. Since Thanksgiving break is so short, I could talk my professors into letting me take my midterms a few days early, and I could change my flight to Missouri. Between classes and working, I’ve never been able to visit Tommy on campus. But that’s all going to change with this trip home. He’s not expecting me until Wednesday evening, so I can’t wait to see his face when I show up at his dorm tomorrow morning.

      Tommy’s mom took off after he was born. He never knew who his father was. It was his aunt Delia who raised him. Right after we graduated from high school, she had a major heart attack and needed surgery. Although Tommy had a full-ride football scholarship to the University of Missouri, he didn’t want to leave her until she’d recovered. Thankfully, the school was willing to hold his scholarship for him. While I’m in my first year of graduate school, Tommy’s still an undergrad. He plans to spend five years at Mizzou to maximize his football eligibility. When I graduate, he will, too. Then, we can have our happily ever after.

      My parents didn’t want me to leave Northmeadow to live in New York City. They felt the distance would put too much of a strain on Tommy and me. Even though we talk almost every night and see each other on school breaks, the past five years haven’t been easy, but they will be worth it.

      It was a bit of a last-minute scramble, but I could make it to the airport with just enough time to clear security and board the plane. Before I left, I downloaded enough bridal magazines to keep me busy for the entire flight. I’ve been so busy scrolling through them that I don’t realize how much of the flight has passed until the fasten seatbelt light turns on. An announcement plays through the plane’s overhead speakers, alerting the passengers that we’ll be landing shortly. I stuff the e-reader into my bag and look out my window. My heart beats wildly, knowing this trip home will change my life.

      An hour later, I’m heading to Mizzou’s campus in my rental car. Thankfully, it’s not a long ride, and before I know it, I’m pulling up in front of the Rotunda building.

      The campus is beautiful, but it’s enormous. Although I know Tommy’s dorm name, I have no idea where it is, and I don’t want to waste time driving around. So, I’m thankful when I spot a group of what appear to be students walking down the sidewalk. I hit the button to lower the window.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Do you need something?” a girl in a Mizzou hoodie asks.

      “Can you tell me where Center Hall is?”

      “Take the main road through campus. It’s the big red brick building in the middle.” She points me in the right direction. “You can’t miss it.”

      I find the dorm easily and park in a visitor spot. My hands shake as I drop the keys in my purse and make my way to the building.

      When I get to the door, I try to open it, but it’s locked. Putting my hand up to the glass to see inside, I notice a few guys sitting in a lounge area watching a football game on a large flat-screen TV. I knock on the door, hoping to get their attention. It takes only a second for one of the guys to come over.

      “You looking for someone?”

      He towers over me, and I have to lift my head to see his face. “I’m looking for Tommy Moore.”

      “You’re in the right place.” He steps aside and lets me in.

      “Is he here?”

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Natalie.” My voice is quiet, and I feel a bit intimidated being the only girl here with a group of guys.

      “I’m Mike.” He reaches out to shake my hand. “We’re on the team together. Are you his sister or something?”

      “No, I’m his girlfriend.”

      The room goes silent.

      I know it’s not a coed dorm, but I’m sure I’m not the first girl who’s come by.

      “I have his room number. If you can point me in the right direction.”

      “Is he expecting you?” Mike asks.

      “No.” I smile. “I flew in early to surprise him.”

      He glances back at the group, who are now whispering to one another, before shrugging and turning back to me.

      “Come on. I’ll bring you up.”

      Mike leads me down a hallway and opens the door to the stairwell. We begin the climb up when I hear a shuffle of feet and voices behind us. When I look over my shoulder, I see several of the guys in the lounge area are now following us up the stairs.

      “Why are they coming?”

      “Guess they want to see the big surprise, too.”

      I hoped this would be a private moment, but the best-laid plans and all. It doesn’t matter. I’m so excited to see Tommy that I don’t care who’s following me.

      We arrive on the third floor and walk down a long hallway. Doors line both sides, and bulletin boards hang on the walls announcing all the latest campus happenings. People are coming and going, reminding me why I’m thankful I don’t live on campus anymore.

      Finally, we stop outside Tommy’s room. I find it odd that there’s a tie draped over the doorknob.

      “You sure about this?” Mike asks. “It’s not too late to turn back.”

      The vibe I’m getting from these guys is off. Why do they care that I’m here to see my boyfriend?

      “I’m sure.”

      “Hey Scott, you have your key?”

      “I don’t think this is a good idea, Mike,” a tall blond guy behind me says.

      “Key.” Mike puts out his hand.

      Scott pushes his way through the group. “Move. I’ll do it.” He grabs the tie off the knob before unlocking the door and pushing it open.

      When I look into the room, the sight in front of me nearly brings me to my knees.

      A blonde woman is on top of Tommy. “Yes. Just like that, babe. Harder.”

      Scott clears his throat.

      Tommy pops his head up. “What the fuck?” he yells and pushes the girl off him.

      She turns around, seeming not to care that she’s naked in front of a group of men. When she sees me, she offers a smug smile.

      “Ash?” She and I just talked yesterday. She knew I was coming—knew I’d find them. “How could you?”

      I spin around and see Mike and a few guys laughing and elbowing each other. Scott stands in the doorway, clearly unamused by his roommate’s behavior.

      “I need to get out of here.”

      “You’re an asshole, Moore.” Scott throws the tie on the floor. “Come on.”

      I rush down to the main floor, needing to get as far away from Tommy as possible.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      The realization of what I just witnessed hits me, and tears fill my eyes. I squeeze them shut. I can’t cry. Not here.

      “How long have you two been dating?”

      “Eight years.”

      “Damn.”

      “Has she—” Do I really want to hear the answer? Deciding I need to. I continue, “Has she been here before?”

      Scott looks as if he’s asking if I really want him to answer.

      I nod.

      “Yeah, she’s been coming to see him since he started here. He introduced her as⁠—″

      “Stop, please.” It’s too much. “I have to go.” I push the door open and run to my car.

      “You’re in no shape to drive,” Scott calls after me.

      “I’ll be fine.” I look up and see Tommy rushing out the door.

      I fumble through my purse, trying to find the keys.

      “Natalie, wait,” he yells.

      Without waiting or looking back, I head straight to the airport and secure a seat on the next available flight to New York City.
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      The flight back feels like a blur. It’s not until the jet’s wheels screech down on the runway that the image of Tommy and Ashlynn together finally fades, and I’m brought back to the present.

      I feel lost as I stand in the center of the bustling terminal, surrounded by noise and chaos. I watch the hurried travelers grumbling as they maneuver around me. Some rush to catch their flights, while others embrace each other as if celebrating a homecoming. But I am alone, left behind by my best friend and the man I was supposed to marry, feeling betrayed.

      When I step outside, I’m hit by the cold night air. It helps snap me out of the haze I’m walking around in. There’s a line of yellow taxis waiting for a passenger, or I can use the ridesharing app, but then I’ll have to wait for a car to get here. Even though it’ll cost a small fortune, I decide to take a cab. I’m desperate to get back to my apartment.

      I open the door of the nearest taxi and slide onto the leather seat that’s cracked and worn from use. Immediately, I’m hit with a strong scent of incense. The driver, an older Asian man, turns slightly in his seat. “Where do I take you, miss?”

      I give him my address in the Village, and he types it into his GPS. Then, we begin the slow process of driving out of the airport.

      “You’ve been crying,” he says. His voice is soft and kind. “Are you okay?”

      “Not really.” I sniffle.

      Opening the glove compartment, he grabs a small pack of tissues and hands them to me. I guess I’m not the first passenger he’s picked up in this state.

      “My name’s Shusuke,” he says as he glances in the rear-view mirror. “I listen if you want talk.”

      “Thank you, but not really.”

      I stare out the window, watching the cars pass by. Maybe I should call Lana and let her know I’m on my way home? I pull my cell phone out of my purse and turn it on. There’s a barrage of alerts from missed calls and texts. Almost immediately, my phone starts ringing. Tommy’s picture flashes on my screen. I send the call to voicemail, but he doesn’t leave a message. The phone rings again. This time, I answer.

      “What do you want?”

      “Please let me explain,” Tommy says.

      “How can you explain my finding you in bed with my best friend?”

      “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      “I know it won’t happen again.” I let out a sarcastic laugh. “Because we’re over.”

      “Natalie, wait⁠—”

      I disconnect the call.

      The phone rings, but I’m not playing this game all night. Instead, I power off the phone and throw it back into my purse.

      “That’s who makes you cry?” Shusuke asks.

      “Yes,” I say softly. “It’s my boyfriend—was my boyfriend.” I try to take a deep breath, but grief weighs heavy on my chest. “I flew home early to surprise him, but instead, the surprise was on me.” The fissure in my heart grows when I say the words out loud.

      “You loved him.”

      “We’ve been together for eight years. I was supposed to marry him.”

      Shusuke takes the Queensboro Bridge, which is not the typical way a cabbie usually goes, but I’m glad. This is my favorite way to enter the city. The view of the skyline from the bridge, especially at night, is breathtaking. Once we cross and enter the city, I feel a weight lift. I’m back in my comfort zone—a place untainted by Tommy.

      Fortunately, Shusuke knows all the side streets to avoid the traffic. I want to get home, crawl into bed, and pretend tonight never happened. Finally, the taxi pulls in front of my apartment. I gather my things to get out when Shusuke turns in his seat.

      “Your heart is broken now. It is blessing when wrong person leaves your life. Don’t let hurt turn to anger. Tonight is start of new journey. Now right person comes.” He offers a kind smile.

      His words play in my mind as the elevator carries me to my apartment. I’m sure he meant well, but I’m not taking a chance with my heart again.

      I don’t even know what time it is when I finally walk into the apartment I share with Svetlana. We met two years ago when we shared a dorm room on campus and became fast friends. Over the summer, right before we started graduate school, her dad rented us an apartment in the Village.

      The lights are off, so I try to be quiet. I don’t want to wake Lana and end up explaining why I’m home early. Right now, I just want to sleep. Tomorrow will come soon enough.

      Using the flashlight on my phone, I tiptoe down the hallway to my bedroom. That’s when I hear it. Lana’s whimpering, begging someone to stop. A male voice yells at her to shut up.

      Without a moment of hesitation, I dial 911.

      “What’s your emergency?” the dispatcher asks.

      “There’s someone in my apartment. My roommate’s being attacked,” I whisper into the phone and give them our address.

      Although they tell me to wait on the line, I disconnect the call, intending to stop the attack. I grasp the doorknob and take a deep breath before I throw the door open.

      Shining the light toward Lana’s bed, I yell, “Stop! The police are on their way.”

      Lana’s head flies up. “Natalie?” she shrieks. “What are you doing here?”

      My cell phone isn’t bright enough, so I flip on the overhead light. When I look over at Lana, I scream. She’s naked and tied to the bed. A man I’ve never seen before is holding what looks like some sort of a gag in his hand. “You. Don’t move,” I yell.

      He drops the object. It lands with a thud as he puts his hands up in surrender.

      “Nat, this isn’t what it looks like. Can you untie me?” she asks the man.

      He looks between us before quickly untying her.

      Svetlana climbs out of bed. “I thought you were in Missouri,” she says as she slips her robe on and hurries over to me. “What are you doing home?”

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” I examine Lana for injuries before glaring over her shoulder at the man who’s busy putting his shirt on.

      We’re interrupted by banging on the door. “NYPD, open up.”

      “Oh my God, you really called the police.” Lana’s voice is panicked.

      “Of course, I called them.”

      They pound on the door again. “NYPD, open the door.”

      “Come with me.” Lana grabs my arm. “We need to fix this.”

      Lana drags me out of her bedroom and into the living room. She makes quick work of the locks before opening the door.

      “Good evening, officers. Please come in.”

      “We received a call about an assault in progress.” The officer looks past me. “You, put your hands up and don’t move.”

      I spin around and get a good look at the man. He’s tall with creamy brown skin. His dark curls are pulled back into a neat ponytail. It’s obvious he works out, as evidenced by the T-shirt stretching tight across his chest. But it’s the color of his eyes that strikes me the most. They’re a deep gray like clouds before a storm, and right now, they’re fixed on me.

      I collapse onto the couch from a mix of exhaustion and confusion.

      Lana and the officers are talking by the door. I hear their voices but can’t make out what they’re saying. She turns and motions to the man, who cautiously walks across the room. Their conversation continues for a few minutes longer.

      “Thank you, and sorry for the confusion,” Lana says, shaking the officers’ hands before they turn and leave the apartment.

      “Do you want me to stay?” the man asks Lana quietly. “I can help you explain.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Okay, talk to you tomorrow,” he says, kissing her forehead before leaving.

      Lana locks up and then sits next to me on the couch. “I don’t know where to start.” She turns to face me, and the expression on her face changes. “You’ve been crying.”

      I’m overwhelmed. Thoughts and emotions run through my mind so quickly that I can’t make sense of them. All I manage is a nod.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks. “Why are you home?”

      “Tommy,” I say, trying to change the subject. “What was going on back there?”

      She glances down the hall before answering. “It wasn’t what it looked like.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “No. Well, not any more than I asked for.” Lana giggles.

      “What?” Why is she laughing after nearly being assaulted?

      “I’m going to grab us a glass of wine. I think we’re going to need it. What happened with Tommy?” she asks as she grabs a bottle of wine and pours us each a glass.

      I sit back on the couch. “I got to his dorm and found him having sex with Ashlynn.”

      She hands me a glass of red wine. “Ashlynn, as in your best friend?”

      “The one and only.” I tip the glass and take a big drink.

      Lana sits down. “Wow.”

      “Right now, I’m more concerned about what was happening here.” I motion around the room.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be home.” Lana sips her wine before setting it down. “What you saw wasn’t what you thought. I mean, it was, but not like you think.”

      “You were tied up and begging him to stop. It looked like he was hurting you.”

      She looks up and laughs. “Oh boy, I don’t know where to start?”

      “How about the beginning?”

      “Have you ever heard of BDSM?” She blurts out the question, and I nearly choke on my wine.

      “I’ve read about it in some romance novels. It’s all that kinky sex and stuff.” Once the words leave my mouth, the realization hits me. “Is that what was going on back there?” I set my wine glass down before I drop it.

      “Yes,” Lana says and slowly nods her head. “I grew up in the lifestyle. Papa’s a Dominant, and Mama is his submissive.”

      I don’t know what I expected her to say, but that wasn’t it. “You mean to tell me your dad goes all Christian Gray and ties your mom up in the bedroom?” It’s a lame joke, but it’s all I can manage at the moment.

      “Ha, ha. You’re so funny.” Lana laughs. “That’s not exactly how it is in real life. My papa adores Mama, and she him. Their relationship has always been an example of what I hope to find someday.” She beams as she talks about her parents.

      This is all a bit TMI. “Why would you want to know what your parents get up to in their bedroom?”

      “Eww.” Svetlana pretends to gag. “We didn’t talk about any of that stuff. BDSM is about so much more than kinky sex.”

      Lana explains that BDSM is often a lifestyle choice, not just something limited to what happens in the bedroom. The submissive, man or woman, takes care of the daily wants and needs of their Dominant. The Dominant ensures the safety of their submissive and will lavish their love and attention on them.

      I’ve been to Russia with her to meet her family. I remember thinking their relationship seemed a bit old-fashioned, even more so than my parents'. Every day, Mrs. Solonik wore a dress and heels. Her hair and makeup were always perfect. She spent every minute doting on her husband, ensuring he had everything he needed—before he even asked for it. I found myself exhausted just watching her.

      But I’ll never forget the expression in Mr. Solonik’s eyes when he looked at his wife—pure adoration. What really made an impression on me was his openness in showing Mrs. Solonik affection. He was generous with his kisses, caressing touches, and loving pet names. I remember wishing Tommy were half as affectionate with me. I couldn’t even get him to hold my hand in public.

      “What you walked in on tonight,” she hesitates, “was a scene Brandon and I’d been planning for a while. You were supposed to be gone.”

      “Wait a minute. You do this BDSM thing, too?”

      She nods. “I’m a submissive.”

      “How were we roommates for two years, and I never knew?”

      “It’s not a topic that’s easy to bring up. Hi, I’m your new dorm mate. I like to get tied up and whipped.”

      We both laugh.

      Lana explains how she first got into the lifestyle. She was eighteen when she went to her parents and expressed an interest. They had some serious conversations regarding what being in the lifestyle meant.

      “Mama wasn’t so sure, but I knew I was a submissive. She stressed the importance of being mature enough to put my needs second to someone else’s. It isn’t as easy as it sounds.”

      The way she talks about her relationship with her parents so casually makes my heart ache. I could never speak to my parents the way she’s able to. My parents’ view of sex is that it is something you only do after you’re married—period, end of story. If they knew I wasn’t a virgin, they’d go crazy.

      “Mama gave me some books to read and introduced me to a trusted friend who was an experienced submissive. She was my mentor until I went to Moscow to study. That’s where I submitted to a Dominant for the first time.”

      I’m stunned by my friend’s confession but also curious. “Do you still happen to have the books she gave you?”

      Lana raises her eyebrow. “Why?”

      “I figure reading them might come in handy when I graduate.” I shrug.

      “I’ve been to Northmeadow.” She leans back and crosses her arms. “I don’t think your teen clients will be into BDSM.”

      I’ll be working as a school therapist when I return home, but she’s right. I highly doubt I’ll encounter this topic there. “Maybe I’m curious,” I say, trying to make light of it.

      “I’ll be right back.” Lana walks down the hall and disappears into her bedroom. When she comes back, she’s holding an e-reader. “They’re loaded on here.” She passes me the tablet. “Your turn. Tell me exactly what happened when you got to Mizzou.”

      The level of betrayal I feel toward Tommy and Ashlynn is indescribable. Maybe my parents were right when they said I shouldn’t go to New York City, but would that have changed anything? Were they seeing each other even back then? The thought makes me sick.

      Lana listens patiently as I tell her everything.

      “Now I have to come up with an excuse to tell my parents,” I say through a yawn. “There’s no way I’m going back there until I have to.”

      Lana grabs our empty wine glasses and brings them to the kitchen. “Why don’t you sleep on it first? We can come up with something later.”

      The sun is beginning to rise, and we haven’t slept at all. Between being up all night and the wine, my head is spinning.

      “You have to promise to tell me more about your being tied up by that hot guy.” I grin.

      “I just hope he’s still interested. Someone scared the shit out of him by calling the police.” She links her arm with mine, and we walk to our rooms.

      I need to sleep off the worst night of my life.
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      The following day, I called my parents. As expected, they were upset that I wouldn’t be home for Thanksgiving. I made up an excuse, telling them the counseling center I’m interning for asked me to fill in for someone at the last minute, and I couldn’t say no. I need some distance from Northmeadow.

      Tommy’s been calling and texting every day, begging for forgiveness and making every excuse possible for his indiscretion. When the tone of the messages shifts to blaming me for coming to New York in the first place, I decide to change my number.

      Funny, though, Ashlynn hasn’t bothered to call. We’ve been friends since we were born. We’ve done everything together, been through everything together. That pain hurts almost worse than Tommy cheating on me.

      All of this has forced me to open my eyes to everything in front of me. For the past five years, I’ve kept one foot in Northmeadow, afraid to let go of everything familiar.

      I pick up the picture of my brother Michael and his boyfriend Evan that sits on my dresser. I miss them so much. I can’t believe they’ve been gone for seven years. I’m transported back to my junior year in high school when Michael told me about Evan.

      “Nat, do you have a few minutes?” Michael asks from my doorway.

      I look up and smile. Even though he’s only a year older than me, my brother is my hero. I would do anything for him. “I always have a few minutes for you.” Closing my math textbook, I jump up and follow Michael outside.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” he says nervously.

      He doesn’t look at me, and his hands shake as we walk silently down the path into the woods behind our house until we come to the clearing we always played in when we were kids.

      When we get there, Evan’s waiting for us.

      “I thought you’d never get here,” Evan says, smiling.

      Michael finally looks at me. “I have—we have something to tell you.” Michael moves to stand next to Evan.

      “Okay.” I look back and forth between them.

      “I don’t know how to tell her,” Michael says to Evan.

      “I’ll do it.” He grabs Michael’s hand and looks at me. “Natalie, your brother and I are together. I’m in love with him.”

      I’m surprised by this revelation.

      Michael and I grew up with Evan. His family lives on a farm across town. We all played together as children, but as we’ve grown up, I’ve seen how they look at each other—it’s different from just friends. Michael doesn’t know that I know, but I’ve watched him sneak out his bedroom window late at night to meet Evan. I watched them embrace and kiss, but I didn’t say anything. This was Michael’s to tell me when he was ready.

      “I know,” I say with a big smile. “And I’m so happy you guys finally told me.”

      Michael stands there, his mouth hanging open.

      “You know?” Evan asks.

      “I’ve seen you two together,” I say, looking at Michael, who’s turned pale.

      “Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “I doubt it. They sleep like the dead.”

      We share a laugh.

      “Are you going to tell them?”

      “Yes.” Michael shuffles his foot nervously. “We’re telling all of them tonight. We want you to know first because things probably won’t go well after that.”

      “I’m glad you told me.” I reach out and hug them. “I’m happy for you both.”

      I run my finger across the picture of Michael’s face. He was right. After they told our parents, nothing was the same.

      As Michael and Evan come out to our parents, Mom cries hysterically. You would’ve sworn someone died. Dad yells so loud the dishes in the China closet rattle. Evan’s dad passed away when he was young, so it’s just his mom.

      She’s silent for a long time, watching the spectacle my parents are making. Finally, she speaks, “I’m proud of you, boys. There’s liable to be a lot of hate coming your way. I’ll always be on your side. I love you both so much.”

      My parents aren’t as kind. “Get your things and get out,” Dad yells.

      Ten minutes later, I’m standing by my bedroom window with tears pouring down my face as I watch my brother walk away. Thankfully, Evan’s mom welcomed them into her home.

      My eyes fill with tears as I remember what came in the weeks to follow. It was their senior year. It should’ve been filled with happy memories. Instead, every day was a new level of hell. The entire school turned on them. They were called fags and fairies by kids in the hallway. Messages of hate were posted on their social media accounts. I was alienated from everyone except Ashlynn and Tommy, but I didn’t care. I loved my brother and Evan.

      Looking back, I think the breaking point for Evan was seeing his mom’s car parked in their driveway. One day, when they came home from school, a message was written in soap on the windshield of his mom’s car. It read, “You’d be better off dead.” And “Fags not wanted here.”

      One month after they came out, Evan took his daddy’s gun, went into the field, and shot himself. Michael wasn’t the same after that.

      I wasn’t allowed to go to Evan’s house. So, the only time I could see Michael was at school. I thought he was still living with Evan’s mom. Michael never told me he had moved out and was living in a tent in the woods.

      It was graduation night when I realized something was wrong.

      “Aren’t you going to Michael’s graduation ceremony?” I ask my parents.

      “No,” Dad says and goes back to reading his newspaper.

      The only reason I’m allowed to go is that it counts as service hours for school.

      When I get to the school, I search for Michael, but he’s nowhere to be found. It’s not a big graduating class, so I know I didn’t miss him. There’s no way Michael would miss graduation. Something is terribly wrong.

      I called the police, but they refused to file a report because he’s over eighteen and not ‘officially’ missing. Instead, they tell me they’ll keep an eye out for him.

      The next day, an officer knocks on our door. Before he speaks, I already know. Michael’s body was found near his tent in the woods, not far from Evan’s house. The officers also found a note addressed to me.

      I open the picture frame and carefully take out the worn paper.

      
        
        Natalie,

        I hope one day you’ll forgive me for leaving you. The pain is too much. I can’t do it anymore. I’m going to find Evan—going to find our happily ever after. Please don’t be sad for me. I want you to get out of Northmeadow and live your life to the fullest. Find someone truly worthy of all the love you have to give. I expect you to make your mark on the world. I will always love you and will be watching over you.

        Love, Michael.

      

      

      Tears stream down my face as I sit silently, wishing my older brother were by my side. After re-reading his note, I take a deep breath and carefully fold it, tucking it away safely behind the picture.

      “I’m going to make you proud of me, Michael,” I say aloud to my brother, hoping he can hear me.

      My past hasn’t changed. I still have to go back to Northmeadow after I graduate. But right now, I’m living in one of the biggest cities in the world. It’s time I embrace everything it has to offer.

      I’ve been reading the books Lana gave me about the lifestyle. At first, I was so horrified that I turned off the e-reader and left it on my desk, where it sat for a few days, taunting me until curiosity got the better of me.

      The other night, I turned it back on, determined to keep an open mind, and started reading. The more I read, the more intrigued I became. The ideas about sex are different from anything I’ve ever known. But the basic principles of a relationship and respect between two people are exactly how I was raised.

      After I finish the last book, I search for Lana and find her in the kitchen cooking. Sitting on one of the stools at the island, I tap my fingers on the granite counter.

      She turns around, spatula in hand. “You’re driving me crazy with the nervous tapping. What’s up?”

      I’m not used to talking openly about sex, so it takes me a minute to muster the courage before answering. “I was wondering if I could ask you some more questions? You know, about the books I’m reading.”

      “Sure,” she says without hesitation before turning her attention to whatever she’s cooking, which smells delicious.

      “What’re you making?”

      “Piroshki. It’s kind of my mama’s recipe, except I cheated and bought the dough,” she says with a smile. “But I don’t think that’s what you wanted to ask. Dinner’s ready. We can eat and talk.”

      She grabs two plates out of the cupboard and dishes out the food. I get the forks and glasses, pouring a generous portion of wine for each of us before joining Lana at our small dining table.

      I love it when she makes one of her mom’s dishes. “Oh my god, Lana. This is amazing.”

      “Thanks, but you’re avoiding.”

      “I want to learn more,” I say quickly and take another bite.

      Lana laughs. “That’s what you were so nervous to say.”

      I shrug.

      She grabs my phone and unlocks the screen. “Here’s the club I go to. It’s called Fire and Ice.” She hands me the phone with a web page pulled up. “They have classes for people who think they might be interested. You should take one.”

      “I’m not ready for anything like that,” I say. “Isn’t there anything else I can read?”

      She sets her fork down. “There are tons of books, but you’ll learn more by taking the class and talking to real people.”

      “I’ll think about it.” I bookmark the site and go back to eating. But I know I have no intention of stepping foot in a club.
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      PRESENT-DAY (A YEAR LATER)

      It’s mid-morning on Saturday, and I’m sitting cross-legged on the sofa, my face buried in my textbook. Looks like another weekend that I won’t be going out. Although I decided to embrace city life, I also have to maintain my grades to keep my scholarship. It’s a tricky balance to maintain.

      “Are you still studying?” Svetlana grabs the textbook from my hand and reads the title aloud, “Love and Attachment: Adult Relationships.” She raises her eyebrows. “You need to get out of this apartment.”

      “I have a paper.” I jump up and swipe at the book, but she’s taller than me and holds it out of my reach.

      “You can study tomorrow. Tonight, I want you to come out with me.”

      “But—”

      “Come on, Nat.” She hands back my book. Her glacier-blue eyes plead with me to say yes.

      I resume my sitting position on the sofa and flip through the text to find my place. “I’ll go out next weekend, I promise.”

      “I need you to come out tonight.” Lana flops down next to me.

      “Why?”

      “Well, you remember Brandon, the guy you called the cops on?” Lana smirks.

      My cheeks heat from embarrassment. “How could I forget?”

      “Thankfully, you didn’t scare him away.”

      “That’s good because he sure is hot.”

      “He is, isn’t he?” she says, a huge smile on her face. “I’ve finally consented to be his submissive.” She pauses, allowing me a minute to digest this new information. “We’re doing a scene at the club tonight, and I really want you there.”

      Now she has my attention. I close my book and set it next to me to give Lana my full attention.

      “You’re doing a scene? Like getting naked in front of an audience?”

      She nods slowly as if she’s measuring my response.

      “This is what you want?” I ask.

      Being naked in a room full of people wouldn’t be my first choice. I may not know much about her lifestyle, but I want to make sure she’s a completely willing participant.

      “I’m so excited about it, but please, I need my best friend there.” Lana bats her eyes at me.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      She pulls me in for a tight squeeze. “I’m so glad you said yes. You’re going to have a great time.”

      I’m unsure about having a great time. I plan to go, sit in a quiet corner, and watch Lana do her thing. Tonight should satisfy my curiosity, and then I can move on.
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      The rest of the afternoon is spent getting ready for our night out. We give each other manicures before I help Lana fix her long brown hair. She says her hair must be up and out of the way.

      “There, all done,” I say after putting in the last bobby pin.

      “Thanks, I love it,” Lana says as she checks out her hair in the mirror.

      “I’m going to take a quick shower,” I say and turn to leave, but stop midway. “What do you suggest I wear tonight?”

      “I was hoping you’d ask. I have the perfect outfit for you,” Lana says, giddy with excitement as she hurries into her walk-in closet. When she comes out, she’s holding a hanger with a tiny black scrap of material on it.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Lana’s stunning. She’s tall and fit, with curves in all the right places. Everything she wears looks fantastic on her. I’m five-two, and although I work out, my body looks nothing like hers. There’s no way I can wear that dress.

      “Nat, you’re gorgeous.” She pushes the hanger into my hands. “You’re going to turn heads tonight.”

      “Do I want to turn heads?”

      “You never know who you might meet,” she says as she points me to my room, giving me a nudge forward. “Go shower and get dressed. Now.”

      “Are you sure you’re not a Domme?” I call as I head down the hall. “You’re awfully bossy.”

      My statement is met with Lana’s laughter.

      When I get to my room, I hold up the hanger and look at the dress—if that’s what you can call it. It’s black and made of stretchy material with a cutout that will expose my midsection. Two straps hold up the top section that wraps around the neck and crisscrosses in the back.

      Peeking my head out, I yell down the hall. “How do I wear a bra with this thing?”

      “You don’t.”

      I roll my eyes, close the door, and toss the dress onto the bed. Then, I strip off my sweatpants and t-shirt and step into the shower. My hands shake as I shave my legs, but surprisingly, I don’t nick myself. Standing under the hot water, I let it cascade over me, hoping it’ll soothe my frayed nerves.

      After finishing, I wrap a fluffy towel around my body and stand in front of the bathroom mirror to dry my hair and apply makeup. I style my blonde curls so they cascade softly down my back.

      As I walk across the plush carpet in my bedroom, I ignore the dress lying on the bed and instead open my drawer to grab a pair of panties.

      I smile as I pull on a sexy thong. Tommy was a fan of sensible cotton bras and underwear. After discovering he was cheating, I emptied them all into the garbage. Lana took me shopping for some adult lingerie. It started as an act of defiance, but I’ve grown to love wearing something sexy under my clothes. It gives me a sense of confidence I didn’t realize I’d been missing.

      Holding up the dress, I give myself a pep talk before I step into the black fabric and drag it up my body. The material clings to my curves, leaving little to the imagination. Grabbing a pair of black heels from my closet, I slide my feet into them and slowly turn to face my full-length mirror.

      Svetlana appears behind me. “I knew it! You look amazing!” She hugs me tightly.

      I’ve never worn anything like this, but I like what I see.

      Suddenly, this all seems too real. “What should I expect tonight?”

      “The car’s here,” Svetlana says. “I’ll tell you on the way.”

      “The car?”

      “Brandon sent a car to pick us up. You ready?”

      “Yep. Don’t want to keep your man waiting.”
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      It’s the weekend, but I’m in the office handling a few things that can’t wait until Monday. I’m in the middle of uploading files when my phone rings.

      “Hey, man,” Brandon says. “Where are you?”

      “At the office.”

      “On a Saturday? You work too much.”

      “How did things go with Lana last night?”

      Although Brandon and Lana have been playing together for quite some time, they’ve never formally signed a contract. He’s wanted to make their Dom/sub relationship official for quite a while. But for some unknown reason, Lana’s been dragging her feet.

      “It went well. Can you meet me for a few drinks?”

      I’ve been here all day, and I’m exhausted, but it sounds like Brandon needs to talk. “Text me a time and place, and I’ll meet you there.”

      An hour later, I walk into the bar. I’m only a few steps in when a group of girls approaches me.

      “Hey, handsome,” the brunette says as she wraps her hands around my arm. “You here alone?”

      “I’m meeting someone.” I brush her off.

      Brandon waves me over.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” I say and head over to Brandon.

      “I bet he’s gay,” one of the girls says loud enough for me to hear.

      “All the gorgeous ones are,” another says.

      I laugh at their assessment of me. I’m not here to find a date.

      There’s a beer waiting for me when I sit next to Brandon at the bar.

      “You ready to tell me how it went last night?”

      “Lana finally consented to be my submissive. After much negotiation, we signed the contract last night.”

      “Congratulations.” I’m really happy for my friend.

      “Lana and I are doing a scene at the club in two weeks. It’ll be our first public scene, and I’d like you to be there.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” I slap my friend on the back.
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      The next few weeks pass by like all the rest.

      Wake. Work. Sleep. Repeat.

      It’s finally Saturday, and I’m out for a run when I get a text from Brandon.

      Brandon: Remember Lana’s roommate?

      Me: Yes.

      Where’s he going with this?

      Brandon: She’s coming to the club tonight. I need a favor.

      Me: No.

      Brandon: She needs an escort.

      Me: The same girl who called the cops on you last year?

      Brandon: Yeah.

      Me: And you want me to escort her?

      Brandon: Come on, bro.

      Why me? Just what I want to do with my Saturday night. Babysit a college girl who’ll be scared out of her mind.

      Brandon: You know I’d do it for you.

      Me: I’m not feeling well. I don’t think I can make it.

      Brandon: The fuck you aren’t. You’re out running right now. Tell me I’m wrong.

      Am I that predictable?

      Me: Fine. But you owe me.

      Brandon: Thanks, man.

      I slip my phone back into my pocket and finish my run. I can’t believe I agreed to babysit tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Natalie

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The car drops us off in front of a nondescript building. Fire and Ice is an exclusive club in Chelsea, nestled among traditional businesses. I’m surprised when Lana pulls the door open. I’ve walked by here many times and never realized there’s a sex club here.

      Once inside, we’re standing in a pretty foyer that could pass for the entrance to any office. A few people are waiting in line. A stunning woman wearing a black latex one-piece that hugs her perfect body stands behind the counter, checking them in.

      Feeling insecure, I tug at my dress, trying to give it some length that isn’t there.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Lana scolds while holding back a smile.

      “I’m so nervous, but I’m also a bit excited. Is that normal?”

      “It’s perfectly normal. Don’t worry.” Lana grabs my hand. “We’re going to have a great time tonight.”

      Trying to distract myself, I shift my focus to the oversized dark wood doors that grant entrance to the club. They look like something from medieval times with their ornate hinges. There’s an iron knocker on each door with the BDSM triskelion forged in the center. I recognize it from the books. It represents the three divisions of the lifestyle: bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sadism, and masochism. It also stands for the motto of safe, sane, and consensual. Although simple in its design, the triskelion holds deep meaning for those in the lifestyle.

      “When we get to the desk, you’ll be checked in as my guest. Mistress Star will give you a colored wristband.”

      “What’s it for?”

      “The colors represent a person’s role,” Lana explains as she points to a sign on the wall.

      The chart breaks it down by color—Dominant or submissive, partnered or single, there to watch or ready to play.

      “You’ll wear a purple band. It marks you as a first-time guest under a Dominant’s watch, and no one can approach without his permission.”

      Although I don’t know Brandon, and I haven’t seen him since the night I called the police, I know Lana trusts him. I’m less nervous knowing I’ll have a safety net tonight.

      “Good evening, Lana.”

      “Good evening, Mistress. This is my friend, Natalie,” Lana says. “She’ll be our guest this evening.”

      “Brandon gave me her information.” Mistress Star turns to me. “Has Lana explained our color system?”

      “Yes, she has.”

      “Do you have any questions?”

      “No.”

      “May I have your right arm?” I hold it up, and she puts on a purple band. “You understand you’ll have a Dominant responsible for your comfort and safety tonight?”

      “I do.”

      “Are you comfortable with that?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” It’s clear they take informed consent seriously.

      “You ladies can go right in. Brandon is waiting for you at stage three,” she says, and then turns to me. “Natalie, I hope you have a wonderful evening. I’ll be around all night if you have any questions or concerns.”

      Lana grabs my arm. “Come on. I’m so excited for you to officially meet Brandon.”

      As I take my first steps into the club, I’m surprised by what I see.

      I imagined we’d be at a seedy nightclub, but it’s nothing like that. The expansive main room has a modern, industrial vibe and is brightly lit from overhead. Soft instrumental music plays in the background. I expect to find people naked and engaging in sex acts. Instead, everyone wears casual clothes and seems focused on putting the finishing touches on the setup.

      “Things don’t start for a few hours. That’s when the real fun happens.” Lana waggles her eyebrows, making me laugh.

      We walk across the room to where a man stands, his back to us. He’s giving directions to several people who are setting up the stage. He must hear us behind him because he turns to greet us.

      “Natalie, I’d like you to meet my Dominant, Brandon.”

      His unforgettable gray eyes meet me, but this time, they’re soft—not frightened.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” Brandon says.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.” My cheeks heat from embarrassment. “I’m sorry for calling the police.”

      “Already forgiven,” he says with a kind smile. “It’s good to know Lana has someone looking out for her.”

      Movement behind Brandon catches my attention. Two muscular men push a giant wooden X onto the stage. Cuffs dangle from the top and bottom.

      “What’s that thing? It looks like a torture device.”

      Brandon laughs. “It’s a Saint Andrew’s Cross. I’ll secure Lana to it and use my whip to pleasure her.”

      “Your whip? Won’t that hurt her?” Gruesome visions of my best friend being tied up, her body torn to shreds, run through my mind. I’m ready to grab Lana and get the heck out of here.

      “I won’t her hurt. Much.” He winks.

      I look at Lana, but she shows no signs of fear.

      “Lana likes pain, and I know how to give her what she craves without hurting her.” Brandon attempts to reassure me.

      “It’s okay, Nat. Brandon and I have already talked about everything we’re going to do tonight. This is something I want.”

      “You’re sure?” I’m not sold on the idea.

      “Positive.”

      I know Lana knows what she’s doing, so I guess I shouldn’t freak out—yet.

      Brandon looks over my shoulder, and his smile widens. I spin around to see what he’s looking at and am captivated by what I see.

      A tall, well-groomed man stands inside the doors, running his hand through his dark hair while he looks around the room. When he spots Brandon, he starts walking in our direction, exuding confidence with each step.

      People smile and whisper to each other as he passes by, but he pays them no attention. I’m unable to take my eyes off him.

      “Glad you made it,” Brandon says as he shakes the man’s hand.

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” he says, then turns to Lana. “How are you tonight?”

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Lana answers, keeping her gaze downward.

      I’ve never seen my best friend act so demure. It’s an odd contradiction to the self-assured, outspoken girl I know. It leaves me wondering how she manages to separate these two opposite parts of herself.

      “Natalie. I want to introduce you to my best friend, Alex.”

      Words abandon me as his soulful blue eyes lock on mine. It’s as if he’s peeled back every layer, leaving me laid bare beneath his gaze—exposed, as though he can see the truth I try to keep hidden.

      “Alex is also a Dominant here. I’ve asked him to be your escort tonight.”

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. “I thought I’d be staying with you and Lana?” I look at Lana, who’s wearing a mischievous grin.

      “We won’t be available for the entire evening, and because you’re a first-time guest, you can’t be alone in the club,” Brandon explains. “You’re in good hands with Alex.”

      I have a feeling Lana knew about this all along. She and I will be having a chat later.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Alex says with a grin.

      “You have?” Once again, I look at Lana, who’s hiding behind Brandon.

      “I have. You’re the girl who called the police on my friend here.” He slaps Brandon on the back.

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe you told anyone about that.” I promised Lana I’d be here tonight, but right now, I want to escape through the nearest exit.

      “There’s no reason to be embarrassed. I’m sure Brandon appreciated your desire to protect your roommate.” Alex chuckles.

      “Lana and I have to finish setting up our stage,” Brandon interrupts the awkward moment. “We’ll see you two later.”

      Lana waves before she walks away.

      “How about I show you around before things get started?” He offers his arm.

      “That sounds good,” I answer, hesitantly linking my arm with his.

      When I do, a current of electricity runs through my body. Does he feel it too? I glance at him, but it he feels it, his expression gives nothing away.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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