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        To my Sir,

        Thank You for being my rock. The one who is there to hold me when i struggle. The one who is there to share in my successes. The one who picks me up when i fall down. You are the man of my dreams. i love You with all my heart.
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      Every day without Natalie in my life was a living hell. Out of fear, I made decisions that broke us. But fear isn’t an excuse for wrongdoing. What I did is on me, and I’ve been paying the price for it. I haven’t been able to eat or sleep.

      My life has been empty—meaningless. I can never repay our friends for stepping in to help. If it weren’t for their intervention, I don’t know what I would’ve done. I screwed up and came very close to losing Natalie for good—that’s something I won’t let happen again.

      Last night, my mouth and hands explored Natalie’s body as if it were our first time. I missed her quiet mewls of pleasure, the way her body comes to life from the simplest touch. Over and over, I brought her to orgasm until she was unable to keep her eyes open. I held her in my arms all night, fearing that if I let go, I’d wake and find it was all a dream.

      But when I open my eyes, Natalie’s body is still curled against mine. I watch my angel as she sleeps, her blonde hair fanned over her pillow, as I gently rub my knuckles down her cheek. Natalie stirs and looks at me with a sleepy smile.

      “Good morning,” she whispers.

      “Good morning, baby girl.” I kiss her lips. “I missed waking up next to you.” And I plan to show her exactly how much. Rolling her onto her back, I position myself over her before sliding my erection into her tight, wet body. Natalie’s back arches, pushing her breasts up. Her pert nipples beg for attention, which I gladly lavish on each one. “Do you feel how much I missed you?” I ask as I pull all the way out.

      She whimpers at the loss of contact and lifts her hips, trying to find me.

      “Always my impatient sub. Tell me what you want.” I rub the tip of my cock through her wet folds, teasing her.

      “You.” Her voice is breathy and wanting.

      That’s all the confirmation I need to push in, balls deep. “And this time, I’m never letting you go. Tell me you’re mine.” I need to hear her say the words.

      “I’m yours, Sir,” she says, wrapping her legs tight around me.

      Her show of possessiveness fuels my desire, and I growl in appreciation. I roll us over. Natalie now straddles my body, giving me the most perfect view of her breasts as she rides me. I want her to come with me. My fingers find her clit, circling it until I know she’s getting close. Then, I grab her hips, taking charge of the pace.

      “Come with me.” It’s all the permission she needs. Natalie throws her head back as her body tightens around my cock. One more thrust, and I follow her into ecstasy. I hold her to me until our bodies come down from their high. I pull her next to me. She lays her head on my chest, and I run my fingers through her hair.

      “What time is your dad being discharged today?”

      She pushes up on her elbow. “How did you know?”

      The loneliness of the past few months hits.

      “I never went back to New York,” I confess. “I moved in here and kept in touch with your parents.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “I couldn’t leave.”

      Natalie lays her head back on my chest. “Thank you for not giving up on us.” She places a kiss on my heart.

      I don’t know what I did to deserve this amazing woman, but I know I’m never letting her get away again. I play with her long blonde curls, trying to postpone the inevitable. It might be our first day back together, but we won’t be able to spend it how I’d like. There are things we can’t ignore. “As much as I want to spend the day in bed. We need to get up and shower.”

      Natalie groans as I sit up. “Are you sure we can’t stay here?”

      Stanley hasn’t been home since he was shot on Christmas morning. Last month, he was transferred to the hospital’s rehabilitation facility. They’ve been working tirelessly on his daily living skills—things he needs to be able to do to go home. It’s taken a long time, but he’s finally strong enough to be discharged. “Your parents are expecting you to pick them up. It’s a big day for your dad. We don’t want to miss it.”
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      Alex leads me into our en-suite bathroom. He offered a full house tour last night, but I opted out, preferring to spend my time getting reacquainted with his body.

      Like the rest of the house, the bathroom has been skillfully renovated, combining a rustic farmhouse feel with a modern vibe. The ceiling is covered in wood planks that Alex tells me are reclaimed from a hundred-year-old barn that once stood in town. Across the room, under a large window overlooking the lake, is a freestanding soaking tub.

      “The window’s tinted from the outside. So, we have complete privacy in here.”

      “I was wondering how that would work.”

      As much as I love the tub, it’s the walk-in shower that steals the show. Ombre glass tiles that transition from a dark charcoal gray at the top and fade into pure white line the walls. It’s exquisite. I lean against the counter and watch Alex turn on the water. His muscles flex with each move. Hot water rains down from the ceiling. Alex steps in, and I follow, closing the glass door behind me. I position myself under the hot water, so it cascades over my body.

      “I missed you, baby girl.”

      “I missed you more.”

      The words barely leave my lips before Alex lifts me and presses my back against the tile. Instinctively, I wrap my legs around his waist for support as he takes me in the shower. This isn’t slow or gentle, and I don’t want it to be. He’s marking me, laying claim to my body and my heart.

      “Promise me you’ll never leave again.” He rests his forehead against mine.

      “I promise, Sir. I’m yours always and forever.”

      Alex lowers me, keeping his arm around my waist until I’m sure of my footing. He reaches behind me and grabs the shampoo bottle, squeezing some into his hand. “Turn around.” Alex washes my hair, his fingers massaging my scalp. A soft moan escapes my lips. “Don’t make those sounds, baby girl.”

      “Then don’t make me feel so good.”

      He slaps my ass.

      “Cheeky little thing today, aren’t you?” His voice is playful and light.

      After Alex rinses my hair, he uses his hands to wash my body. He takes his time reacquainting himself with every curve before allowing me to step under the water to rinse.

      “Go start getting ready. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Do I have to?” I drag my finger down his chest and abdomen, teasing him.

      “Natalie.” He grabs my hand. “Go, or we’ll never leave the house.”

      I step out of the shower and blow him a kiss. Without grabbing a towel to cover my body, I walk out of the bathroom, swaying my hips.

      “Just wait until tonight, my little temptress.”
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      “I’m leaving now,” I say to my mom. “I’ll be there in about an hour.”

      “Please drive safely, honey. I hate the thought of you on the highway alone.”

      Alex and I decided to surprise my parents today. They’ll be thrilled to see us together. Over the past few months, they haven’t stopped begging me to call him—to work things out. It’s a complete turnaround from several months ago when they begged me to stay away from him.

      “I’ll be fine. I could do this drive with my eyes closed.”

      “Don’t do that,” Mom shrieks.

      “It was a joke.” I laugh. “I’ll see you guys soon.”

      Alex locks the front door, and together, we walk the stone path to his car, which is now parked in the driveway.

      “This wasn’t here last night.”

      I know everything happened in a whirlwind, but I wouldn’t have missed his car sitting in the driveway. Would I?

      “No, it wasn’t.” Alex opens the door for me. “Brandon and Lana brought it over early this morning.”

      I’m relieved I didn’t miss something as obvious as a car. I’m also thankful for Brandon and Lana. They went to great lengths to make sure Alex and I got back together. If not for them, I would’ve lost the best thing in my life. I need to find some way to thank them.

      Alex slowly maneuvers the gravel driveway until we reach the main road. Then, we start the all too familiar drive to Branson. It’s been three long months of driving back and forth while juggling my responsibilities here. Knowing this is the last time we’ll need to make this drive is a huge relief.

      Dad cleared a significant hurdle when he was released from the hospital to a lower level of care. Unfortunately, there are no inpatient rehabilitation centers in Northmeadow. As a result, my parents were forced to remain in Branson while Dad continued his physical therapy. Mom insisted on staying to be near her husband. I don’t know how they were able to afford the hotel room for all these months. Every time I asked, my parents changed the subject.

      “I’m worried about how to help my parents pay off their credit cards. This stay in Branson must’ve cost a fortune.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Of course I do, Alex. They’re my parents. There’s no way they can afford⁠—”

      “I was hoping this didn’t come up.” Alex glances my way. “I paid for her hotel room and expenses.”

      “You did?”

      “Charlotte and Stanley are your family, which makes them my family. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing when I had the means to help them.”

      “Thank you doesn’t feel like enough.”

      “I have you. That’s all I need.”

      We drive in silence for a few minutes. The knowledge of what Alex did is still sinking in. I safeworded. Ended our relationship. But Alex not only stayed, he took care of my parents for the past few months. I don’t deserve the man sitting next to me.

      “I’m sure once Charlotte sees us together, the first thing she’ll want to know is if we've set a wedding date yet,” Alex says, breaking the silence. “I want to get married as soon as possible.”

      The selfish part of me thinks we should elope, but the little girl in me wants the fairy tale wedding I’ve always dreamed of. And then there’s the adult me who’s holding back. My head and heart are at war with each other.

      When I don’t respond, Alex asks, “What’s wrong?”

      I fidget with my fingers in my lap. “I don’t want to get married until my dad can walk me down the aisle.”

      Alex reaches over, grabbing my hand. “As much as I don’t want to wait for you to be my wife, that’s a compromise I can live with.”

      “Really?”

      “baby girl, I want our wedding day to be perfect. But perfect isn’t only about what I want. It’s also what you want. Why don’t we talk to his physical therapist and see if she has an idea of a timeline? Then, we can pick a date from there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      With my biggest concern addressed, we spend the rest of the drive sharing ideas for the wedding.

      “I’d like to keep it simple and inexpensive.”

      “Money isn’t an issue,” Alex reminds me. “Whatever you want, we’ll get.”

      When I was a little girl, I’d spend hours sitting on the floor in front of the magazine display at Dad’s store. One by one, I’d go through every bridal magazine, pretending it was me in one of the beautiful dresses. As an adult, my love of weddings hasn’t changed. Now, instead of magazines, I use the internet to save pictures and wedding-themed ideas.

      “I don’t want us to spend a fortune⁠—”

      “We get one chance at this. I want it to be everything you dreamed of and more.”

      He glances my way, a sexy smile on his face. Will there ever be a day this man won’t cause me to feel like a schoolgirl with her crush? I certainly hope not.

      “I’ve been wondering. Do you think Anthony would let us have the ceremony in his garden at the restaurant?”

      “I’m sure he will. Once we have a date in mind, we’ll give him a call to make the reservation. Have you thought about who you want in the wedding party?”

      “Lana’s my maid of honor.” That’s a foregone conclusion. “I’d like to ask Leo to be my man of honor. Would you be okay with that?”

      “I couldn’t see it any other way.” Alex doesn’t flinch at my nontraditional request. “Your parents might have something to say about it, though.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be shocked. But this is our wedding. They’ll have to keep an open mind.”

      “Very open,” Alex chuckles. “I’ve asked Brandon to be my best man, and I was thinking of asking Tony to be a groomsman.”

      “Two couples. That’s perfect.”

      With the wedding party agreed upon, I move on to my next concern.

      “Who’s going to marry us?”

      Neither of us subscribes to a particular religion, so having a minister wouldn’t be a good fit.

      “I have an idea about that,” Alex says as he pulls into the rehab parking lot. “If you don’t like it, we can come up with something else.”

      “What’s your idea?”

      “Viktor.” He watches me carefully for a reaction.

      “You want Viktor to marry us?”

      “Yes. All he has to do is go online and fill out a registration form.”

      Obviously, Alex has already thought this through.

      “Do you think he’ll do it?”

      “I think he’d do anything for you.”

      Alex’s face tightens. He gets out of the car and comes around to open my door.

      “Are you jealous, Sir?”

      “Insanely and irrationally.”

      I exit the car and smile at the alpha man standing next to me.

      “Let’s ask him.”

      Hand-in-hand, we walk down the long hallway to Dad’s room. The door is shut, so I knock.

      “Come in,” Mom calls.

      Alex steps aside. “You go first.”

      I push the door and walk in. A second later, Alex follows.

      “Alex.” Mom jumps up from her chair. “Does this mean you two are together again?”

      Walking over to her, I kiss her cheek. “Yes, Mom. We’re back together.”

      Mom brings her hands to her chest. “I’m so happy. Come here, Alex. Let me hug you.”

      Alex offers a warm smile before he wraps Mom in a hug. Dad sits on the bed, his eyes glimmering with excitement.

      As I watch the scene unfold before me, the progress we’ve made as a family is evident. We’ve made great strides in our communication with one another. Instead of rushing to judgment, we’ve learned to listen with compassion. To try to understand the other’s point of view. My parents don’t always agree with my decisions. But instead of treating me like a child and fighting me at every turn, they’ve learned to respect my choices.

      As a result, we’re a happy family for the first time in a very long time. That knowledge brings a smile to my face. Our family is finally functioning like the loving and supportive unit Michael and I wished for so many years ago. Yet, the pain of his death feels raw, as if he left only yesterday. Grief is a complex process. It’s something that really never ends. It changes with time. How I wish Michael were here to experience our love.

      Alex returns to my side and wraps his arm around my waist. “Are you okay, baby girl?”

      With Alex by my side and my family in my life, I’m confident with my answer.

      “I am.”
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      With the discharge papers in hand, we prepare to leave the rehabilitation center. The sun shines brightly, but a chill remains in the early spring air. I leave the Clarkes with Natalie while I get the car and pull it up to the main doors. Natalie pushes her father’s wheelchair to the car while I open the front door. I try to help Stanley into the front seat, but he insists on sitting in the back with his wife. When we get them settled in, I fold his wheelchair and put it in the trunk before circling to the driver’s side.

      “Are we all set to go home?”

      I never thought I’d say it, but the small country town and even its nosy residents have grown on me. It won’t be our permanent residence, but our cottage in Northmeadow has become a comfortable second home.

      “I’ve been ready for weeks,” Stanley mutters.

      He makes me laugh. Stanley’s been pestering the doctors to discharge him for months. Unfortunately, his lung sustained severe damage. Although he initially seemed okay, he suffered quite a few setbacks. Stanley was readmitted to the ICU at one point because he developed pneumonia. The doctor’s prognosis was grim, but the man is a fighter. Despite everything, he beat the odds. It’s clear where Natalie gets her tenacity.

      “Let’s get on the road then.”

      Almost as if on cue, Charlotte asks, “Have you two chosen a wedding date?”

      Natalie and I look at each other and laugh. We took bets on how long it would take for the wedding questions to start. Looks like Natalie won this one.

      “What’s so funny? Can you blame me for being excited that you’re finally getting married? Maybe I’ll even get a grandchild.”

      “Mom.” Natalie looks back at her mother.

      I interrupt before that conversation gets out of hand. “I’d like to marry Natalie tomorrow. But we’ve decided to wait until Stanley can walk her down the aisle.”

      “I think that’s a wonderful plan,” Charlotte says. “In the meantime, Natalie and I can start planning the wedding. We’ll need to go dress shopping, choose the colors, pick flowers, and make decorations,” she says, finally taking a breath. “I’ll call Reverend⁠—”

      “The wedding isn’t going to be in Northmeadow,” Natalie interrupts.

      “What do you mean?”

      Natalie looks at me with trepidation in her eyes.

      “We’re going to get married in New York,” I say calmly. “We have a venue already chosen. I have pictures on my phone if you want to see them.”

      Anthony hired my firm to promote his restaurant and its new wedding venue. Our photographer sent me the shots the other day. The place looks incredible. Using the rearview mirror, I glance in the backseat. It’s clear from the look on Charlotte’s face that she’s struggling with her next move. I give her a few minutes to work things out for herself. I hope she’ll tamp down her usually overbearing nature and allow Natalie the freedom to plan our wedding.

      “That sounds like a great idea.” Stanley jumps in. “All I need is a date, so I have a goal to work toward. There’s nothing that can stop me from walking my little girl down the aisle.”

      “We wouldn’t have it any other way. Let’s talk with your physical therapist, and we’ll set a date from there.”

      “That’s fair, son,” Stanley says, satisfied.

      While I’m driving, I continue telling them more about the venue. “It’s an Italian restaurant. They have a brand-new space in Manhattan.”

      “You’re getting married at a restaurant?” Charlotte shrieks.

      “Not exactly,” I reply calmly. “Our friend Anthony owns the restaurant. Recently, he purchased a large outdoor space that he’s transformed into an exclusive wedding venue. Natalie, will you pull up the pictures for your parents?”

      She grabs my phone from the center console, opens the digital album, and hands the phone to her mom.

      “What will the menu be?” Charlotte asks as she swipes through the pictures. “Will you get to sample the food?”

      “Natalie and I have sampled Tony’s food on several occasions.” I chuckle. “How about I call him and see if I can arrange to fly him in so you and Stanley can taste it, too?”

      “You don’t have to go through all that trouble for us.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. Once we’re settled at home, I’ll give him a call and set something up.”

      “It’s charming,” Charlotte says, passing the phone back. “But it isn’t a church. Will you at least have a minister?”

      “We’re asking a close friend to be the officiant,” Natalie says calmly, leaving no room for argument.

      “No church. No minister.” Charlotte’s voice grows in volume.

      “Charlotte. Let’s not let the little things put a wedge between Natalie and us again.”

      “Thank you, Dad.” Natalie’s voice is quiet. “Would you like to see some of the dresses I’m looking at, Mom?”

      Six months ago, this conversation would’ve turned into a huge fight. But instead, my girl did a great job standing her ground yet staying calm. Now, she has successfully changed the subject to something less controversial.

      Charlotte passes my phone back to Natalie. “Yes, honey. I’d love to see them.”

      “I have a bunch saved on Pinterest,” she says excitedly.

      “What’s a Pinterest?”

      Natalie laughs. “It’s like an online magazine.”

      She turns in her seat so she can see her mom. “You swipe just like when you’re looking at pictures,” Natalie explains as she passes her phone to her mom. “Obviously, I’m not paying for the designer price tag.” She glances my way with a raised eyebrow. “But I’m hoping we can find something with a similar style to Grandma’s dress.”

      For the remainder of the car ride, Natalie and her mom chat about planning a bridal shower, dress styles, wedding colors, flowers, and cakes.

      Each time we make this drive, it feels longer than the one before. I’m thankful when I make the final turn and pull into the Clarks’ driveway. I get out first to get the wheelchair. Natalie quickly follows me.

      “Thank you for being so patient with Mom. I know she can be a lot sometimes.”

      I reach out and cup her delicate face in my hand. “There’s nothing I won’t do for you, baby girl.” I place a kiss on her forehead. “Let’s get your parents inside so I can get you home.”

      “Yes, Sir.” She turns to walk away, but not before I give her ass a quick swat, making her giggle.

      After I’ve helped Stanley into the chair, I wheel him up the newly installed ramp.

      “This wasn’t necessary,” Stanley says quietly.

      “It’s not permanent,” I reassure him.

      As a man, I understand his reluctance to be dependent on others. It’s a defeating feeling.

      “You’ll be on your feet in no time.”

      “Yes, I will.” Stanley straightens his posture and holds his head high.

      “Welcome home, Daddy,” Natalie says as she opens the front door.

      After months of recovery, her family is back in their home where they belong, and life can begin moving forward again.
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      Spring is in full bloom. Mother Nature has done her job of waking the natural world from its winter slumber. The early pink and white tree buds have been replaced with vibrant green leaves. In the wooded area surrounding our lake house, we’ve had the pleasure of watching newborn fawns, still with their spotted fur, ambling close to their mamas as they learn to navigate their new surroundings.

      On the left side of our patio stands a magnificent oak tree that’s now adorned with bird feeders. I set them up, hoping to lure in some of the lovely, feathered creatures inhabiting the nearby lake. My efforts paid off. A family of bluebirds has taken up residence in the tree's shelter. Over the past weeks, the mother bird diligently brooded over her eggs, guarding and nurturing them until they finally hatched a week ago.

      Each day, I watch her as she lovingly cares for her newborn hatchlings. She tirelessly tends to her young by feeding and nurturing them, prioritizing their well-being over her own. Her vigilant male partner watches from afar, safeguarding her and their nest.

      My heart swells with emotion at the sight of her devoted mate, bringing her small tokens of nourishment in the form of insects. As I watch this feathered family, I am startled when Alex quietly comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.

      “Watching the birds again?”

      “It’s fascinating the way they care for their family.”

      Alex laughs softly, and I turn in his arms.

      “Do you want children?”

      We discussed birth control options at great length when we negotiated our contract. But other than one conversation in passing, we’ve never seriously discussed if or when we’d have children.

      “Someday. But not right now.” He pauses and searches my face. “Do you want a baby now?”

      If someone had asked me that question a few years ago, I would’ve had an immediate answer. Yes, I want children—a lot of them.

      Growing up, especially while Tommy and I were dating, I was surrounded by people who had similar dreams. My girlfriends and I planned to settle down with a boy from town and become mothers. During high school, I babysat as much as possible. I loved caring for newborns and playing with rambunctious toddlers. I figured it would give me the experience I’d need when I had my own children. Even though I dreamed of school and a career, children were always in the picture.

      Since I’ve been with Alex, I haven’t given much thought to the question of children. Our relationship began as nothing more than a contract between a Dominant and submissive. It was agreed there was no room for children within that arrangement.

      Everything is different now. We’re still Dominant and submissive, but our relationship has evolved into more. We’re in love and will be married. This is something we didn’t talk about in our class. I’m not sure where the line begins and ends. We’re still very much involved in a lifestyle in which I have no idea how to raise a child.

      “I’d like a baby, maybe a few babies. Someday.”

      “Someday. That’s good.” He visibly relaxes. “Right now, I have some work I need to catch up on before your parents get here.” He pushes a wayward strand of hair behind my ear before leaning in and kissing me.

      “I’m going to watch the birds for a while longer. Then I’ll be in to start dinner.”

      “I’ll be in my office if you need anything,” he says, flashing his sexy smile.

      Standing outside, I get lost in a daydream about someday.

      A day when Alex and I are happily married. He beams with pride and love while holding our newborn baby in his arms. The smile on my face falters when I think about Alex’s reaction.

      Someday doesn’t mean soon.

      And with that, I leave my daydream behind and head into the kitchen to prepare dinner.

      Babies once again infiltrate my thoughts while I’m chopping vegetables for the salad. How does a couple have a child while they’re focused on their Dom/sub relationship? So much of our daily life is wrapped up in the lifestyle. Would we have to hide it or stop it completely? I don’t know how we’d adapt if such a big part of our identity as a couple was suddenly gone.

      Then I think about how busy my life is right now. Since Dad can’t work and Mom has to care for him, I’ve taken on the responsibility of managing the pharmacy. The first thing I did was close for a week while we updated and rearranged the store’s layout. Without Dad, we had no pharmacist, so I hired two recent pharmacy graduates, Donna and Reuben. Mrs. Smith has agreed to stay on and help oversee a few of the high school students I hired to work part-time after school. Until I can hire someone to manage the store, I have to work a few hours every day.

      Alex worked his magic on some simple marketing ideas. We now have a fresh look both inside and out. Despite some initial resistance from my parents, Clarke’s Pharmacy also carries souvenirs and other items that tourists are always looking for. It’s been a big transition, but business is steadily picking up.

      My parents are like a full-time job all by themselves. I had hoped things would settle down once they returned home, but that hasn't been the case. In fact, life has become even more chaotic. What used to be weekend trips to Branson has transformed into daily trips to assist Mom with household chores or take Dad to various appointments. I'm grateful to have Alex by my side. He’s always more than willing to lend a hand whenever possible.

      Dad’s a physical therapy rock star. In the month he’s been home, he’s gone from being totally wheelchair bound to being able to walk short distances with his walker. Alex and I spoke to his physical therapist, hoping she had a timeline for when she thinks Dad will walk independently. She felt a safe time frame would be about a year. Seeing Dad’s accomplishments, I’m confident he’ll be ready to walk me down the aisle for our wedding next spring.

      Right now, the biggest obstacle Dad has to overcome is himself. He’s always been a proud, self-sufficient man who provided for his family. But since the shooting, he’s had to rely on Mom, Alex, or me for nearly everything. Dad refuses to go anywhere other than the doctor. His rationale is that he doesn’t want anyone to see him in this condition.

      The knife slips, and I nearly cut myself. There’s no room in your life for a baby right now, maybe ever. That’s a reality I have to face, but not right now. What I need to focus on is dinner. My parents will be here in a few hours. It’s taken weeks of begging, but I finally convinced Dad to let Mom bring him over. Neither of them has been here yet. I’m excited to show my father the result of all his sneaking around with Alex.

      Mom’s hoping that after dinner, we can start planning my bridal shower. I wanted it to be in the city, but she begged me to let her host it in Northmeadow. It’s a concession I’m willing to make, especially since they aren’t giving us a hard time about getting married in the city.

      After cutting the salad ingredients, I toss them together in a bowl and stick them in the fridge to chill until later. Then, I start assembling the lasagna. It’s four-thirty, and the lasagna needs to cook for an hour. Mom and Dad said they’ll be here about six, so I have plenty of time to get it in the oven and shower quickly.

      After putting on clean clothes and make-up, I head down the hall and poke my head into Alex’s office. “Are you almost done?”

      Alex doesn’t look up from his computer screen. “Mhm.”

      I walk over and wrap my arms around him. “Is everything okay, Sir?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” he says and lets out a deep breath. “There are some irregularities in the system I’m trying to figure out.”

      I rub his shoulders, trying to relieve some of the tension he’s holding there.

      “Irregularities?”

      He grabs my arm and leads me around his body, pulling me onto his lap. Then, pointing at the screen, he says, “I received an alert. There was a failed attempt to access my encrypted folders.”

      “Do you think it’s something to worry about?”

      “I don’t think so.” He continues to stare at his screen. “Probably an employee who tried to access the wrong file.” He closes the laptop. “Dinner smells delicious.”

      “Thank you.” His compliment fills me with pride. “My parents will be here any minute.”

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s almost six.”

      “Damn,” he says and helps me to my feet. “I didn’t intend to be in here so long.”

      “It’s okay. I have everything under control.”

      The doorbell rings, interrupting our conversation.

      “I’ll get it. I’m sure Charlotte’s going to need help with the wheelchair.”

      While Alex answers the door, I go back to the kitchen to finish dinner. I’m setting the table when Mom comes into the room. “Natalie,” she gushes. “Your home is beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I stop to hug her. “Alex did a great job with it.”

      “Don’t forget I helped,” Dad chimes in.

      “Daddy.” I throw my arms around him. “I’m so happy you’re both here.”

      “So are we,” Dad says. “I hope dinner’s ready. I’m starving.”

      “I’m just about to take it out of the oven.”

      Grabbing oven mitts, I carefully remove the steaming tray and set it on the stovetop.

      “Please, make yourselves at home.” Alex holds up a bottle of Merlot. “Can I interest anyone in a glass?”

      “I guess it couldn’t hurt to have a little taste,” Mom says, shocking all of us. “It’s a very special occasion, after all.”

      Alex fills the glasses while I put the food on the table. Then, we sit down and have our first family dinner in our cottage. Looking around the table, I realize how lucky we are to be together. It wasn’t that long ago that my parents refused to accept Alex. Then Dad got shot, and Alex and I broke up. This past year has been hell. But thankfully, we’ve come out the other side and can look forward to what this next year will bring.

      “I’m thinking of a late summer bridal shower,” Mom says between bites.

      “That’d be great. We have a lot of out-of-town guests that’ll need time to make travel arrangements.”

      “My dad and his girlfriend are planning on flying in as well,” Alex adds.

      I adore Sam Montgomery and his sub, Luna. The week after Dad was released from the hospital, Alex insisted I needed a break. He conspired with my parents and hired an in-home nurse to stay with them. Then, he booked plane tickets for us to fly to Seattle to spend a long weekend with Sam and Luna. Even though we’d spoken on video chats, I was nervous about meeting them in person, especially Luna. She’s a free spirit, kind of a hippie. I’ve never met anyone like her.

      Alex and Luna have a friendly relationship. He respects her and her place in his dad’s life, but she’s not his mom. Luna respects that and has never tried to take her place. Alex doesn’t talk about her much, and I assumed they weren’t close. I wasn’t sure where that put me as far as a relationship with her. Was I okay to consider her my future mother-in-law, or would that be disrespectful to Alex’s mom? He and I talked a lot about it before we flew out. He gave me his blessing to develop my relationship with her, to let it naturally become whatever it’s meant to be.

      I was shocked to learn Luna isn’t her given name. It’s actually Esther. Luna is the name she chose when she was in her early twenties. That’s when she decided to leave conventional life behind, trading it for a more bohemian lifestyle. She embraced a vegan lifestyle and studied natural medicine. While we were there, she gave me some supplements to aid my dad’s recovery.

      Luna and I have similar backgrounds. She also comes from a very conservative, religious family in a small town. That commonality helped us form an instant connection. It’s hard not to be affected by her peaceful soul. She’s become a treasured friend. Since our trip, she and I have tried to talk at least once a week. Luna understands where I’m coming from and has been a help with balancing both parts of my life. I’m excited knowing they’re coming in for our shower.

      Alex’s phone rings. “I need to take this.”

      He excuses himself from the table and quickly makes his way to his office, closing the door.

      “Let me clean off the table. Then I’ll get my notebook so we can go over the guest list.”

      “Is everything okay?” Dad asks.

      “There’s a small issue at his office.”

      “I hope it’s nothing serious,” Mom adds.

      “I don’t think so.” But, even as I say the words, a small voice inside tells me it’s more serious than it appears. “I’m going to grab the notebook. I’ll be right back.”

      The notebook is in Alex’s office. From outside the door, I hear his raised voice. Not wanting to interrupt, I knock and wait for a reply.

      “Come in,” he calls sharply.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt. I just need to grab something.”

      “Hold on a minute, Viktor.” Alex lowers the phone from his ear. “I have to fly out to New York tomorrow.”

      “Why?”

      “Something’s going on in the office. I need to be there to get to the bottom of it.”

      This news shouldn’t come as a surprise. We both knew there’d be times he’d have to fly back and forth, but I didn’t think it would be this soon.

      “I’d prefer it if you came with me.”

      His face is serious, leaving little room for argument, but I proceed anyway.

      “I can’t leave. I have to oversee the pharmacy, and my parents aren’t ready to be alone yet.”

      “I’ll hire an in-home aide.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I cross my arms.

      That was okay for the weekend, but going back to New York will be longer than a few days. I know my parents, and they aren’t going to be comfortable having a stranger in their home for a longer-term stay.

      “Natalie—” Alex issues a warning.

      This isn’t a topic I plan to give in on. The fact that he’s exerting himself as my Dominant right now has frustrated me. I swipe my notebook from the desk.

      “Can we talk about this later, Sir?” The title comes out harsher than I intend.

      The look on his face tells me I’ve overstepped, and I’ll have consequences later. “I have to finish this call.”

      There’s more I want to say, but I’m already in trouble, so I do the smart thing and walk out of the office. Closing the door, I lean against it, holding the notebook against my chest. Alex is worried about whatever is happening within his company, but that doesn’t give him the right to nearly demand that I go with him to New York. Or does it?

      He’s my Dominant, and I understand that, but I’d like him to at least listen to my concerns and take them into account before he goes all caveman on me. Now’s not the time to worry. My parents don’t need to be stressed about it, so after taking a few calming breaths, I put a smile on my face and walk back into the kitchen.

      “Got it.” I hold up the notebook.

      “Oh, good.” Mom reaches for it. “Let’s get started on the fun stuff.”

      While Mom flips through a few pages, I make everyone a cup of coffee. Mom and I are squabbling over the guest list when Alex returns to the kitchen.

      “Everything okay, son?”

      “What did I miss here?” Alex avoids the question, taking his seat next to me.

      “Mom just finished showing me her guest list for the shower. I’m trying to tell her there are too many people.”

      “We can have as many people as she’d like.”

      Seeing as she’s won this battle, Mom smiles proudly.

      “Now, let’s look at your list.” When she turns the page, her eyes grow wide. “Natalie, a bridal shower is for women.” She points to the page. “You have men’s names on here.”

      “We’re planning a co-ed bridal shower.”

      “Co-ed?”

      My patience is running thin. “Co-ed, as in both men and women.”

      Mom stares at me. Her mouth hangs open.

      “Times are changing, Charlotte.” Dad pats her hand.

      “I guess so.”

      “How about we move on to the food?” Alex pulls a menu from the back of the notebook, handing it to Mom. “Anthony has graciously offered to cater the bridal shower for us.”

      “We talked to him about having a tasting,” I add. “He and Leo are going to come in for the July Fourth holiday. We’ll have a party and tasting all in one.”

      It’s been months since I’ve seen Leo in person. Of course, we keep in touch through video chats, but it isn’t the same.

      “Who’s Leo?” Mom asks.

      I look at Alex, knowing my next words won’t go over well.

      “Leo is Anthony’s partner.”

      “Oh, Leo’s a chef too.”

      Alex chuckles. “No, not his business partner. Leo’s Anthony’s fiancé, soon-to-be husband.”

      The color drains from Mom’s face. “He’s gay?” she asks in a hushed tone.

      “Yes, Mom. He’s gay.”

      Alex senses my frustration and squeezes my leg under the table, letting me know I need to relax.

      “We love them both, so please try to keep an open mind.”

      “I’m trying.” Mom takes the last sip of wine from her glass before raising it. “May I have a refill?”

      Her question makes us all laugh, breaking the tension.

      “Of course.” Alex doesn’t miss a beat and pours her another glass of merlot.

      We all watch in silence as she takes a long pull. When she realizes we’re staring, she sets her glass down and shrugs.

      Alex steers the topic away from Tony and Leo’s relationship and back to our food choices. Once we decide on the menu, he takes a picture of the list and texts Tony.

      “I think it’s time we head home.” Dad yawns. “It’s almost eleven, and I’m pretty tired.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t even look at the time.”

      “Don’t apologize, sweetheart. I’ve enjoyed myself tonight.”

      Mom gathers their things, including the container of lasagna I made for them to bring home. I try to make extra of all our meals so she doesn’t have to worry about cooking. Between the ladies from church and me, they have a freezer full of pre-prepared meals.

      “Thank you both for coming,” Alex shakes Dad’s hand and hugs Mom. “Drive safely, Charlotte.”

      “Thanks for having us.”

      “Call me when you get home.” Now I sound like the parent.

      “We will.”

      Alex steps back and wraps his arm around me as we watch my parents drive away.
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      Once her parents’ car is out of sight, I lead Natalie back into the house. There’s an unsettled matter of her coming to New York with me to discuss.

      “Viktor booked plane tickets. We leave tomorrow.”

      “I’m not going to New York right now.”

      “You aren’t staying here alone.”

      “Tommy’s in jail. There’s no danger.”

      “I’m not taking any chances.”

      “What happened to talking things through?”

      I walk over to her and place my hands on her shoulders. “Where your safety is concerned, there’s no conversation.”

      “Can we come to some sort of a compromise, Sir?”

      I drop my hands and walk over to the window overlooking the lake. Natalie’s right, I know she is, but my overprotective nature doesn’t want to compromise. My rational self realizes Tommy isn’t a threat, but what if something else happens? I’m not leaving her behind. I refuse to risk losing her again. But if I force this, am I going to do precisely what I’m trying to avoid? So, instead of pressing the issue, I relent.

      “I shouldn’t be more than a few weeks,” I say. “Viktor will stay with you while I’m gone.”

      When I bought this cottage, I also purchased the one right next door. Viktor lives there and can monitor our security system while giving us privacy.

      Natalie comes up behind me and wraps her slender arms around my waist.

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      I reach my arm around her, bringing her to my front and holding her close.

      “Now, there’s this little matter of your attitude earlier this evening.”

      She smiles and bats her eyelashes.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Sir.”

      “You have one minute. After that, I expect you to be naked and on the bed, waiting for me.”

      Giggling, she hurries to our bedroom.
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      Natalie looks beautiful. She’s laid out before me with her arms bound over her head and her legs spread and restrained to the bed. Since this is our last night together for a few weeks, I plan to make it one she won’t forget anytime soon. She watches me as I walk around the bed silently, examining her body from all angles. Her face gives away her curiosity. She’s dying to know what her punishment is. But I’m not ready to let her know yet.

      Leaving her in the bedroom, I go to the kitchen for a glass of water. The ice cubes will prove useful for what I have in mind. When I return, Natalie lifts her head and bites her lip. I return her stare with a smile, take a drink, and put the glass on the nightstand before sitting beside her.

      Leaning over with the ice cube between my teeth, I tease her nipple. Natalie gasps from the cold. I trail the melting cube lightly down the valley between her breasts, over her toned abdomen, and down to her bare pussy. She squirms from the contact, but I hold her waist, steadying her. The ice cube makes contact with her clit, heightening her responsiveness. While the ice melts, I add two fingers, sliding them in and out. She’s wet and panting, climbing closer and closer to an orgasm. Then, I pull my fingers out.

      “Why did you stop? I was so close.”

      Bringing my fingers to my mouth, I suck each one, tasting her arousal before answering, “I know.”

      Without further explanation, I release her wrists and ankles from their bondage.

      She sits up. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to my office. I told Viktor I’d call him after your parents left.” I make my way to the bedroom door. “You are not to touch yourself.”

      Natalie blows out a frustrated breath. Without another word, I leave the bedroom and head to my office. This punishment will remind her to keep her attitude in check when we’re having a conversation. What she doesn’t know is that I don’t intend to let the night go by without giving her multiple orgasms.

      I call Viktor, who assures me he’s checked into the access attempts.

      “They all came from an IP address inside the company,” he explains.

      “I’m glad it’s not an outside threat, but I’m going to need to get to the bottom of it when I get to New York.”

      Taking a few more minutes, I email Brandon to make him aware of the potential in-office issues. He’s in the office every day while I’m in Missouri. I want him to investigate this and give me a report when I get there tomorrow. If something is going on, I want to know about it.

      Natalie is still sound asleep when I get back to the bedroom. It’s time to wake up my submissive. After I strip my clothes and climb into bed, I return to my earlier mission of feasting between her legs. My tongue flicks her clit, waking her. The rest of the night is spent giving each other pleasure over and over until we’re both exhausted, and she falls asleep in my arms.
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