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Grace steps inside her town’s premier café to the bright chime of the door. She brushes her fingers through her soft blond hair, loose strands catching on her white blouse. Her outfit barely stands out in the throngs of people on their lunch break, her blouse just a bit too tight around her chest, and her blue dress pants just a tad too loose.

Thirty minutes. Thirty minutes until she’s back at her office desk, and even less time to enjoy her meal. A quick sandwich and a drink is all she can afford.

“Order fifteen! Order fifteen! Samantha,” the cashier calls out.

“That’s mine!” A woman shoulders past her, nearly knocking her off balance. Grace doesn’t disguise her grimace. 

Rude. 

Unwilling to end up as a traffic bump, she shuffles toward the edge of the seating area, next to the busy tables, left to her own idle musings.

That’s when she sees her: a wealthy-looking woman in an elegant, gothic black dress, legs crossed. She sits beside a bare table save for a single cup of coffee, her indifferent gaze drifting over the comings and goings of customers, while she plays with a black nylon leash. It trails down toward the floor, where an empty collar sways listlessly beside her ankles.

But why empty? Is there a pet on the loose in the café? Grace scans the room. She’d have seen it by now if there was. Right?

When she looks back, her eyes lock with the woman’s. The woman smiles, her deep red lipstick adding to her sly expression. 

“Is something amiss, dear?” the woman asks. Her sweet, seductive voice makes Grace’s cheeks warm. 

“I... Um...Did you lose a pet? Is that why you’re holding an empty collar and leash?” Grace asks.

The woman looks down, puzzled at first, then very, very amused. “No. I’m just looking. You could say I’m in the market.”

“In the market? You’re looking to adopt? There’s a shelter just a few blocks down the road that would love to help.”

“Oh, dear,” the woman laughs, shaking her head. “I’m not looking for that kind of pet. Dogs, cats. They don’t interest me. What I desire is something more refined. Something daring and cute. Perhaps...” She trails her gaze down Grace’s body. “Something more like you.”

“M-Me?” Grace stammers, pointing to herself. A nervous skip travels through her heart that builds into something more.

“Yes. Does that surprise you? You’d make a wonderful pet for the right master,” she muses, her smile widening into something that keeps Grace’s heart beating fast.

“I-I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Oh, you do. You just don’t know it yet. You’d be adorable. Collared. Leashed. Placed at my feet.” Her gaze drifts sharply over Grace’s body. “I can sense it even now. The subtle shudder. The way your arms tremble. You’re tempted, are you not?”

“I...I don’t know what to think.” Grace breaths.

“What a shame. You’re missing out on a treat. Try it. You won’t regret the cool kiss of a leather collar around your neck.” The woman smiles. She raises the leash until the collar is inches away from Grace’s face. It sways back and forth, mesmerizing in its beauty. The gem-encrusted collar with its black leather fabric.

“I can’t. I really can’t.” Grace says, her voice barely over a whisper. “It would be too precious.”

“Too precious?” the woman laughs. “And here I was worried you were getting cold feet. I can assure you, I won’t mind how you treat my property. But are you brave enough to try it?”

Grace’s face flushes red. She glances around the coffee shop. The rich scent of coffee beans and grilled sandwiches distracts her. The large wood clock ticks closer to one pm and to the thankless desk work that awaits her return. A few people glance her way, but more are too busy finishing their meals to care.

She taps her fingers against the laminated gray table, matching the collar’s pendulum sway.

“I...” Grace begins. A wild, crazy thrill bubbles up inside of her. She sneaks one last glance at the exit, at the patrons still filling the dining tables.

Then, with a rush of adrenaline, she snatches the jewelry from the air. The decorated leather feels rough to her palms, the metal mountings prick at her skin. Yet when she flips it over to the inner side of the collar, she discovers silken fabric and the softest of foam cushions. The metal latch is no less wondrous. Instead of dull, plain metal, it's intricately cast in the shape of twisting vines and blooming roses.

“The latch is sterling silver, dear. Try not to ruin the polish,” the woman says, her voice a playful purr.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Grace says, her attention entirely consumed. With gentle precision, she pushes the latch free, hearing a metallic click as it finally releases the collar and opens up for her.

Here it is. She cups the leather between both her hands. The precious gemstones and silver metal make it feel more heavy than she had expected, both physically and mentally. A collar like this alone would be worth months if not years of her wages.

And now she’s been given an offer to put it on. Grace swallows her trembling fear as anticipation bites at her heels. 

“It’s magnificent.” Grace breathes. Then, with her courage growing, she slides it on. The cool, padded fabric presses against her neck. The metal latch stirs a shiver, forgotten the moment her fingers secure the latch. She blushes at the audible click, feeling the collar snug against her neck.

“No, dear. You are the one who is magnificent,” the woman says, her tone decisive.

“I am?” Grace traces her fingers across her throat.

“Why yes,” the woman draws her fingers up the length of the leash. “It’s rare to discover such a lovely pet walking about uncollared. You look so much better for it, now that you’ve been claimed.” Her words are decisive. The tone in her voice makes Grace’s heart skip a beat.

Claimed.

The word settles in Grace’s mind like a gong inside her head. 

The woman hooks her thumb around the handle of the leash, possessive, controlling, the kind of experience that makes Grace’s knees wobble.

“I can already tell you’re enjoying this.” She muses. “The little shudder. The way you bashfully look around. Just look at how everyone stares. They know you’re beautiful. You’re meant to be collared, my pet.”

Her words are like dripping honey, sending shudders down Grace’s body. A single glance around the coffee shop is almost too much for her heart. An older gentleman looks over his newspaper. An older woman glares. Their glances are enough to spark a deep pool of embarrassment that pushes deep into her heart at wearing a collar. It’s not like she’s actually naked, but it certainly feels like it. The way they stare. The way their looks wander sheds away every pretext of decency, as if the bejeweled collar is stripping everything she wears, leaving her vulnerable and open to the strangers around her, including the woman across the table.

“Don’t worry. They’re jealous,” the brown-haired woman says, idly playing with the leash in her hand.

“They are?” Grace’s heart speeds up.

“Order forty-nine. Grace!” a man shouts from the front desk.

Grace sputters. “I-I should really be going. I have my meal, and they’ll need me back at work soon. It was nice trying out your.. um.... I’m sure I look good in the collar and all...” she trails off, her words stopping dead on her lips the moment she meets the brown-haired woman’s intense stare.

“Do you really want to leave so soon? Or is that your foolish sensibilities calling you back to work?” the woman asks, twisting her finger around the fabric of the leash. “We were just getting started, my pet. Call in. Tell them you’re not feeling well. They won’t miss you. You’re just what I need for the party this afternoon. And you’d have so much fun.” The woman reaches up, brushing her fingers through Grace’s hair. “So, what do you say, pet? Do you dare have an outing with me?” 

The woman’s sharp amber eyes glow with the intensity of a vixen. Grace’s pulse drums against the collar secured around her neck.

“An outing? With you and others?” Grace asks, her mind whirling with temptation. It’d be bold. It’d be mad. She’d be crazy to call out sick. However, the warm touch of the collar around her neck causes her breathing to hitch, thrilling, exciting. A break from managing reports and charting customer trends on the latest skincare products.

“Order forty-nine!”

Grace swallows, staring at the leash connecting to her collar, her meal forgotten. The drumming of her heart makes her decision for her.

“Maybe they can do without me for the day,” she murmurs.

The woman smirks with triumph. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Make your arrangements. We’ll have such a wonderful time, my new pet. I hope you don’t mind if I share you with the other guests.”
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